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ABSTRACT

Collective Healing: A Restorative Justice-Based Response to Sexual Abuse
by
Delene Marie Bromirski
Advisor: Karen J. Terry
For much of the last 20 years, the United States has been at the center of the sexual abuse crisis
within the Roman Catholic Church. Victim-survivors of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse have
long been waiting for the Church to acknowledge them and respond to their needs. This study
sought to answer two important research questions: (1) whether restorative justice can be used to
redress harms stemming from clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse and promote healing, and (2)
whether there are common characteristics among victims who benefit from restorative events.
The study employed a mixed-method research design consisting of both a quantitative and
qualitative component. Due to a low response rate for the quantitative component (five
responses), the results of the survey were discussed in the context of the qualitative component
(i.e., interviews with nine participants). The study found that restorative events in the Diocese of
Arlington fostered an environment in which healing was likely to occur and identified six
elements related to the restorative events that positively contributed to healing: (1) accountmaking or storytelling, (2) an apology, (3) faith, (4) forgiveness, (5) community, and (6)
procedural justice. However, restorative events were not the only activities that contributed to
participants’ healing. Participants discussed six additional concepts that enabled their healing:
(i) individuals who showed compassion and empathy, (ii) therapy and counseling, (iii) financial
reparations, (iv) time and physical distance from the abuser, (v) other resources, such as support
iv

groups and reading lists, and (vi) reading, studying, and writing about experiences. These
findings greatly add to the literature on restorative justice and the sexual abuse crisis within the
Catholic Church. The results of this study can aid in the development of policies and practices
that promote healing, which the Roman Catholic Church can use to better meet the needs of
victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse. Furthermore, the results may influence policies in
other communities and organizations that have experienced widespread sexual abuse of children
(e.g., the Orthodox Jewish community, USA Swimming, Michigan State University,
Pennsylvania State University, and the Boy Scouts of America).

Keywords – restorative justice, sexual abuse crisis, Catholic Church, clergyperpetrated sexual abuse, healing, sexual abuse, child sexual abuse
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1. INTRODUCTION
Child sexual abuse in institutional settings is an underestimated and understudied
problem (John Jay Research Team, 2011). Over the last decade, media reports and lawsuits have
raised public awareness as to widespread instances of sexual abuse in schools, child care settings,
youth-serving institutions, and athletic organizations (see John Jay Research Team, 2011). The
Roman Catholic Church, the Boy Scouts of America, Pennsylvania State University, Michigan
State University, and USA Swimming are a just a few of the organizations that have had to deal
with widespread allegations of child sexual abuse. Perhaps none has faced more intense scrutiny
than the Catholic Church. And, the scrutiny is not confined to a single jurisdiction. Reports of
child sexual abuse have surfaced in Ireland, Australia, Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands, and
the United States, to name just some of the countries in which the Catholic Church has had to
deal with allegations of rampant child sexual abuse by clergy. But, it is the Catholic Church in
the United States that has largely been singled out for ignoring victim-survivors.
The most comprehensive data to date on the prevalence of clergy-perpetrated sexual
abuse in the United States indicates that a small percentage of Catholic clergy were responsible
for the abuse against minors between 1950 and 2002 (John Jay Research Team, 2004, 2006).
Nevertheless, the impact of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse is widespread (Gavrielides & Coker,
2005). Victims suffer a range of effects common to all survivors of sexual assault (Benkert &
Doyle, 2009: 223); however, they also experience unique effects given the context in which the
abuse occurred. Most notably, the abuse has devastating consequences on victims’ religiosity
and spirituality (Rossetti, 1995). Furthermore, the impact of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse is
not confined to victims. It also affects family members and friends of victims (Ward & Inserto,
1990). Moreover, the crime undermines the sense of wholeness within a community – both faith
communities and civic society experience less social cohesion and safety (Kline, McMackin, &
1

Lezotte, 2008; Koss & Achilles, 2008; McCall, 2002; United States Conference of Catholic
Bishops [USCCB], 2000). Since 2002, the Church has been less likely to help abuser priests
through treatment and have more broadly relieved abuser priests of their ministerial duties (John
Jay Research Team, 2011; United States Conference of Catholic Bishops [USCCB], 2002).
Finally, non-abuser priests have also been impacted. They have felt embarrassed by the sexual
abuse crisis, confidence in bishops have diminished, and many have altered how they minister,
e.g., avoiding private interactions with youth (Kane, 2008).
The Catholic Church has responded to the scandal in a number of ways, including
removing those responsible from positions of power, creating policies to address the sexual
abuse of minors, and settling lawsuits (Robertson, 2005). Additionally, some dioceses have
established victim compensation funds to provide alternatives to litigation (Archdiocese of
Newark, 2019). More recently, to promote institutional accountability and transparency,
dioceses have published the names of priests who have been the subject of credible allegations of
sexual abuse against minors. Yet, the intent of Church leaders to rectify mistakes and the
efficacy of their solutions have been questioned by Catholics and non-Catholics alike (see
Kauffman, 2008; Yellin, 2019; Young, 2018). Litigation in particular has left many survivors
and communities frustrated and disappointed (Balboni, 2011; Gavrielides & Coker, 2005). The
impact of victim compensation funds and the release of the names of priest offenders on
survivors and communities remain to be seen. Both Catholics and the broader general
population have called for additional reforms (Robertson, 2005), most notably, the incorporation
of restorative justice into healing programs (The Albany Catholic Worker Community, 2002;
Casey, 2015).
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The purpose of this research study was to explore the viability of restorative justice to
redress the harms to victims1 caused by clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse within the Roman
Catholic Church in the United States. The values that underpin restorative justice resonate with
many indigenous and religious traditions, including Catholicism (Denk, 2008; USCCB, 2000;
Zehr, 1990). The application of restorative justice to the sexual abuse crisis, however, is only in
its infancy. Although some victims and dioceses are engaged in restorative dialogues, they
typically involve negotiations over financial compensation (Geske, 2006). Several efforts to
integrate restorative justice as a more holistic response to sexual abuse in the Catholic Church
have been attempted; however, the researcher has noted that there is a lack of empirical research
on the effectiveness of such initiatives (see Gavrielides, 2012a). This study adds to the literature
by conducting one of the first empirical examinations regarding the viability of restorative justice
to heal victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse.
The theory of restorative justice guided this research. Restorative justice emphasizes
repairing the harm caused by crime through a cooperative process that involves encounters
among affected parties. It is theorized that these encounters can lead to transformation of people,
relationships, and communities (adapted from Van Ness, 2009; Van Ness & Strong, 2010; Zehr,
1990). Moreover, the criminological and sociological theories that underlie restorative justice
(e.g., reintegrative shaming, defiance, procedural justice, and emotion rituals) offer credible
explanations for how and why restorative justice works to heal victims of crime. Psychological
and philosophical theories also help to explain the process of healing. These theories were used
to interpret the data collected via surveying and interviewing victim-survivors.

1

The research initially proposed to examine the impact on primary and secondary victims. However, no secondary
victims participated in this research. See 5.1.6 Response Rate.
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This study includes not only victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse, but also victims
of other kinds of sexual abuse, such as incest and sexual assault and abuse by acquaintances and
strangers. These populations provide an additional point of comparison to understand the
healing process as it pertains specifically to clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse. A recognized
limitation of the study is that it does not test the application of restorative justice in its intended
form (i.e., where it includes all parties affected by the crime). This study focuses on victimsurvivors of sexual abuse and not the offender, the institution of the Catholic Church, or any
religious or civic community, who, according to restorative justice, all have a stake in the
resolution of the harms committed. This focus on victim-survivors is due to limited real-world
applications of restorative justice applied to clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse as well as the
structure of current programs and access afforded to the researcher.
Because there is a dearth of research focusing on not only victims of clergy-perpetrated
sexual abuse but also on the application of restorative justice to complex cases (such as child
sexual abuse) (McAlinden, 2006, 2008), this study adds much to the literature in both fields of
research. Moreover, sexual abuse of minors is not unique to the Catholic Church or religious
organizations. Therefore, this research also contributes to the literature on the use of restorative
justice in institutional settings (Bolitho & Freeman, 2016; Terry, 2019). Sexual abuse is a reality
for all organizations that attend to children (Applewhite, 2006), including schools, sports
organizations, and after-school programs. Therefore, the relevance and possible application of
the results are far reaching. Organizations could implement programming based on the findings
to help victim-survivors heal following sexual abuse.
The format of this research study is as follows: Chapter two focuses on the nature and
scope, impact, characteristics, and causes of the Catholic Church sexual abuse crisis as well as

4

the responses by the Church. Chapter three summarizes research on healing and describes
factors that have been proven to contribute to healing victims of crime (as well as the offenders
and the community). Chapter four discusses the theoretical framework of restorative justice with
its application to sex crimes and clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse as well as the researcher’s
hypotheses regarding the differential impact of restorative justice on victims of sexual abuse.
Chapter five details the methodology of the study, including research questions, measures,
research design, and analytical plan. Chapter six reports the findings of the analysis of data and
discusses their importance, including how the study addresses limitations of prior research and
the potential theoretical and policy implications of the research; areas of future research are also
suggested. Chapter seven presents the researcher’s concluding remarks.

5

2. BACKGROUND
This chapter commences with an overview of the nature and scope of the sexual abuse
crisis in the Catholic Church in the United States. The abuse is then contextualized within the
Church as an institution and Catholicism as a religious faith. Characteristics and causes of the
sexual abuse crisis within the United States are then discussed, followed by the responses to the
crisis by the Church in the United States. This chapter concludes with a discussion of
international responses to sexual abuse by Catholic clergy.
2.1

Nature and Scope of Sexual Abuse in the Catholic Church
Public interest in the sexual abuse of minors by Catholic clergy has been a national issue

in the United States since 2002 when the Boston Globe exposed the sexual abuse scandal in the
Archdiocese of Boston. The proclivity of priests to abuse minors, however, is not so new a
phenomenon (Dale & Alpert, 2008; Doyle, 2008; Rashid & Barron, 2018). What is novel in the
current crisis is the revelation that the hierarchy was complicit in the abuse, concealing
allegations, thwarting law enforcement investigations, and even facilitating the abuse by
reassigning priests (Doyle, 2008).
Between 1950 and 2002, 10,667 victims reported verifiable allegations of sexual abuse
against 4,392 priests, representing four percent of all clergy in the ministry during that time
(John Jay Research Team, 2004, 2006). Incidents of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse peaked in
the late 1970s and early 1980s, with a sharp decline by 1990 (John Jay Research Team, 2004,
2006). Despite media representations, abuse was distributed consistently across all regions of
the Catholic Church in the United States and dioceses of all sizes (John Jay Research Team,
2004, 2006). Since the completion of the aforementioned studies, additional victims have come
forward, and trends identified by the John Jay Research Team (e.g., a low percentage of
6

offenders, peak of abuse in the late 1970s and early 1980s, and consistent distribution of abuse
across all regions and dioceses) have been confirmed by subsequent research (Gray, 2018; John
Jay Research Team, 2011).
2.2

Sexual Abuse in a Religious Context
One cannot understand the effects of the sexual abuse crisis on victims without first

understanding the Church as an institution and Catholicism as a religious faith. The Catholic
Church is a hierarchical organization that is believed to be intended by divine will (Benkert &
Doyle, 2009). The structure has been likened to a monarchy where all power lies with the Pope
in Rome (Doyle, 2006). Accountability is vertical, meaning cardinals, bishops, and priests are
accountable to the Pope (Cozzens, 2002). Canon Law further stratifies priests from laity (Code
of Canon Law 1983, canon 207, par. 1). It is believed that upon ordination, the priest undergoes
an ontological transformation that elevates him 2 to a semi-divine position (Benkert & Doyle,
2009). Priests are considered superior to others and are seen as earthly representations of God
(deFuentes, 1999; Doyle, 2006; Guido, 2008). Men in this privileged position are regarded by
devout Catholics with deference and respect (Benkert & Doyle, 2009).
Victims of the sexual abuse crisis have been primarily from devout Catholic families,
with lives and identities deeply intertwined with their religious faith (Benkert & Doyle, 2009;
Bera, 1995; Doyle, 2003; Isley, 1996). Thus, the abuse and even reports of abuse threatened the
core beliefs and identity of the Catholic family (Wind, Sullivan, & Levins, 2008). Many victims
have reported that they were afraid to question priests’ authority and were confused by the
inappropriate behavior (Balboni & Bishop, 2010; Flynn, 2008). And, victims who did disclose

2

The Catholic priesthood is also distinct from other religious organizations as it comprises solely males, who pledge
a life of celibacy (Maher, Sever, & Pichler, 2006).
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the abuse were often discredited or not believed, subjected to counterclaims of defamation,
persuaded not to pursue complaints, threatened with excommunication, and portrayed as enemies
of the Church (Doyle, 2003; Glancy & Saini, 2009; Noll & Harvey, 2008).
The duration and frequency of the abuse, relationship with the offender, degree of
coercion used, and the support system surrounding the victim all affect how a victim responds to
the abuse (Terry, 2012). Sexual abuse victims may experience a range of negative
consequences, including post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, substance abuse, anxiety,
eating disorders, sleep deprivation, low self-esteem, and suicidal ideations (Briere & Elliott,
1994; Finkelhor, 2008; Isley, Isley, Freiburger, McMackin, 2008; Kiser, Heston, Millsap, &
Pruitt, 1991; Lundberg-Love, 1999; Strang, 2002). Victims of clergy abuse also suffer additional
effects due to the violation of the priest-parishioner relationship. Not unlike incest, clergyperpetrated sexual abuse involves the violation of a sacred relationship by a person in an
authority position who targets persons younger and less powerful that are naïve and accessible
(Courtois, 2011; McGraw, Ebadi, Dalenberg, Wu, Naish, & Nunez, 2019). As stated by
psychologist Dr. Mary Gail Frawley-O’Dea to the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops:
The sexual violation of a child or adolescent by a priest IS incest. It is a sexual and
relational transgression perpetrated by THE father of the child’s extended family; a man
in whom the child is taught from birth to trust above everyone else in his life, to trust
second only to God. Priest abuse IS incest. [Emphasis in the original] (Frawley-O’Dea,
2002: 2).
It is no surprise then that victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse often describe a weakening
or loss of spirituality and religiosity after the abuse (Doyle, 2006; McGraw et al., 2019;
McLaughlin, 1994; Pargament, Murray-Swank, Mahoney, 2008; Rossetti, 1995).
The crime also significantly affects those close to the primary victim, e.g., parents,
children, siblings, friends, partners, and colleagues (Courtois, 2011; Ministry of Public Safety
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and Solicitor General, 2009; Ward & Inserto, 1990). These secondary victims may suffer
traumatic reactions after learning about the crime and may therefore require support (Courtois,
2011; Ministry of Public Safety and Solicitor General, 2009; Remer & Ferguson, 1998). Support
for secondary victims is important not only as the secondary victim comes to terms with his or
her own trauma but also as he or she supports the primary victim’s healing process (Remer &
Ferguson, 1998).
Clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse also undermines the sense of wholeness of the
community. Both faith communities and civic society experience less safety and social
connection/cohesion as a result of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse (Balboni, 2011; Jones &
Dokecki, 2008; Kline, McMakin, & Lezotte, 2008; Restorative Justice Council, n.d.). Practicing
Catholics report a deep sense of betrayal by Church leaders, question the legitimacy of sacred
acts involving priests, and feel the need to distance themselves from the Church and religious
practices (Kline et al., 2008). The sexual abuse crisis also fuels external criticism regarding the
morality of the Church and creates tensions with public and governmental agencies who
collaborate with the Church (Jones & Dokecki, 2008).
Clergy members, both abusers and non-abusers, have also been affected by the sexual
abuse crisis (Frawley O’Dea, 2004). The Church has been less likely to help abusers through
treatment (John Jay Research Team, 2011; USCCB, 2002), and has committed more broadly to
the process of laicization, i.e., permanently removing priests from the ministry (USCCB, 2002).
Non-abuser priests have reported that they felt embarrassed by the sexual abuse crisis and felt
that their confidence in the bishops had waned (Kane, 2008). Furthermore, although these
priests remain committed to their vocation, they have altered the manner in which they conduct
their ministry, e.g., by avoiding private interactions with youth and distancing themselves from

9

older parishioners by ceasing counseling and home visits (Kane, 2008).
2.3

Characteristics of the Sexual Abuse Crisis
Research indicates that clergy sex offenders are similar to non-clergy sex offenders in

that they both experience cognitive distortions, commit a variety of offenses, start offending later
in life, utilize similar grooming techniques, and have few victim preferences (Langevin &
Curnoe, 2000; Saradjian & Nobus, 2003; Terry, 2008). Nevertheless, clergy offenders differ
from non-clergy offenders in one significant way: Clergy offenders primarily victimize males
(81%), with 51 percent of those males between the ages of 11 and 14 (John Jay Research Team,
2004, 2006). This is in contrast to studies of non-clergy offenders that show that females are
more likely to be sexually abused during childhood (Bagley & King, 1990; Finkelhor, Shattuck,
Turner, & Hamby, 2014). Subsequent research has found that the abuse of males in the Catholic
Church appears to be a function of opportunity rather than stemming from an inherent sexual
preference (Holt & Massey, 2013; Terry, 2008).
Although incidents of abuse peaked in the late 1970s and early 1980s, only 17% of
victims reported the abuse before 1990, and 33% of all cases were reported in 2002 (John Jay
Research Team, 2004, 2006). This length of time between abuse and disclosure also
differentiates victims of clergy offenders and victims of non-clergy offenders (Terry, 2008).
This finding is not that surprising, as numerous studies show that males are less likely to report
child sexual abuse (Finkelhor, 2008; Devoe & Coulborn-Faller, 1999; Tewksbury, 2007).
Cultural stereotypes surrounding masculinity may be one explanation for this observation
(Bagley & King, 1990; Mendel, 1995). The Catholic Church’s position on homosexuality as a
mortal sin may also bring an additional layer of shame to male victims of clergy abuse (Doyle,
2008), providing anecdotal evidence as to why males are less likely to report abuse. These
10

obstacles to disclosure are coupled with common factors associated with delayed disclosure by
other (non-clergy abused) victims: relationship with the offender, severity of abuse, likely
consequence of the disclosure, age, developmental/cognitive factors, and manner of grooming
behavior (Berliner & Conte, 1995; Capis, Hebden-Curtis & DeMaso, 1993; Hershkowitz, Lanes,
& Lamb, 2007; Smith, Letourneau, & Saunder, 2000; Sorenson & Snow, 1991; Terry & Tallon,
2004).
Delayed reporting is one factor that has made criminal prosecution of clergy-perpetrated
sexual abuse rare, as reporting frequently happens after the expiration of the statute of
limitations. Of the 4,392 priests accused between 1950 and 2002, only 226 were criminally
charged, and of those, only 138 were convicted (John Jay Research Team, 2004, 2006).
Although victims have been more successful in civil cases than in criminal cases (as there is no
statute of limitations), victims report being disillusioned with the court process (Balboni, 2011).
From 1950 to 2002, the Catholic Church provided a total $573 million in compensation for
sexual abuse (John Jay Research Team, 2004, 2006), and public settlements between 2002 and
2008 total over $800 million (including $660 million paid by the Diocese of Los Angeles) (see
Noll & Harvey, 2008). Total settlements by the Catholic Church since the start of the sexual
abuse crisis are estimated to be over three billion dollars (Gjelten, 2018) 3.
Research on why victims engage in civil litigation provides insight into what they want in
terms of reparations from the Catholic Church. Although some victims express less altruistic
reasons for litigation (i.e., monetary compensation) (Noll & Harvey, 2008), victims of clergy-

3

The survivor website BishopAccountability.org also publishes settlement information based on news outlets and
diocesan documents. As of March 2019, the website reports more than $3 billion dollars have been paid in
settlements to victim-survivors by the Catholic Church. See Sexual Abuse by US Catholic Clergy at
http://www.bishop-accountability.org/settlements/#nonmonetary.
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perpetrated sexual abuse generally want what most crime victims want from the criminal justice
system: accountability on the part of the Church, the truth to be heard, to remove feelings of
shame and self-blame, participation in the justice process, an apology, to assist other victims in
coming forward and legitimizing their allegations, to expose the hypocrisy of the Church, to
change the perception of victims within society, and to prevent future abuse from occurring
(Balboni, 2011; McAlinden & Naylor, 2014; Strang, 2002).
2.4

Causes of the Sexual Abuse Crisis
John Jay College conducted extensive research on the possible causes of the surge in

offending that was observed in the late 1970s and early 1980s (John Jay Research Team, 2011).
The research determined that a complex interaction of psychological, developmental,
organizational, cultural, and situational factors contributed to the abuse (John Jay Research
Team, 2011) – there was no single identifiable cause and no specific criteria to identify potential
offenders4. In this respect, clergy offenders are, like the general sex offending population, a
heterogeneous group of offenders.
2.5

Response of the Catholic Church
The Catholic Church has responded to the sexual abuse crisis in a number of ways,

including settling lawsuits, removing those responsible from positions of power, and creating
policies to address current and future problems (Robertson, 2005). The US Catholic Church’s
policy, Essential Norms, has been criticized as lacking compassion and respect for victims,
comprehensiveness, clarity, and a willingness to repair past mistakes (Robertson, 2005: 182).
This is in comparison to well-received policies developed in Australia, New Zealand, and

4

See John Jay Research Team (2011) for an in-depth examination of the causes of the sexual abuse crisis.
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Ireland, which are more victim-focused and include explicit admissions of wrongdoing and
commitments to assist victims in the healing process (Australian Catholic Bishops Conference &
Catholic Religious Australia, 2010; Irish Catholic Bishops’ Advisory Committee on Child
Sexual Abuse by Priests and Religious, 1996; New Zealand Catholic Bishops Conference & The
Congregational Leaders Conference of Aotearoa, 2010). More recently, dioceses across the
United States have announced the establishment of victim compensation funds. Similar efforts
in Australia and Belgium have been harshly criticized for their legalistic nature 5 (Aertsen, 2014;
Gleeson, 2015). Additionally, many dioceses in the United States have been releasing the names
of priests who are the subject of credible allegations of sexual abuse against a minor. The impact
of these efforts on victim healing and recovery in the United States remains to be seen. Given
the Catholic Church in the United States has long ignored victims and their needs (Sloyan,
2003), it is important to understand healing for victims generally and what facilitates healing
among victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse to enable the Church and other organizations
to better assist these survivors.
2.6

International Responses to Sexual Abuse by Catholic Clergy
Clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse is not unique to the Catholic Church in the United

States; rather it is a worldwide phenomenon (Gavrielides, 2014). By 2010, many European and
western countries were inundated with widespread allegations of sexual abuse against minors by
Catholic clergy (Pew Research Center, 2010). In response, these countries began commissioning
studies on the extent and effects of the sexual abuse crisis and examinations of the institutional
responses. See Appendix A for a summary of international responses to the sexual abuse crisis

5

See 4.5.6 Towards Healing, Australia and 4.5.7 The Arbitration Centre, Belgium.
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within the Catholic Church. Collectively, these studies found similar patterns of abuse and
responses worldwide (Terry, 2015: 140). Recommendations resulting from these studies urged
the Church to make the complaint process and Church’s response to abuse more transparent, to
cooperate with secular and civil authorities regarding investigation of abuse, to better address the
needs of victims, to provide education and training to Church staff on sexual abuse, and to
implement protocols and strategies aimed at preventing further abuse within the Church (see
Appendix A; Terry, 2015: 140).
Many of these international responses have left victim-survivors dissatisfied. An
examination of public inquires in Ireland found that inquiries are limited in the “justice” that they
offer to victims (McAlinden, 2013) and leave many victims unfulfilled (McAlinden & Naylor,
2014). Similarly, official governmental responses in the Netherlands tend to be adversarial and
do not deliver justice for victims (Bisschops, 2014; Groenhuijsen, 2014). Courtin (2014)
compared criminal, civil, and internal Church complaint processes in Australia and found that
the processes suppress the “truth,” ultimately leaving no pathway for justice for victims. Cahill
(2014) found that Parliamentary Examinations in Australia resulted in recommendations
beneficial to victims; however, he also found the Church not only failed to implement alternative
avenues of justice for victims but also failed to reach out to victims or support groups. Gleeson
(2015) further found that Australia’s Towards Healing program 6 failed to focus on the needs and
experiences of victims. The failure of these aforementioned methods to address the needs of
victim-survivors point to the utility of restorative justice-based responses to clergy-perpetrated
sexual abuse.

6

The Towards Healing program is a Church-initiated redress scheme for survivors of clergy-perpetrated sexual
abuse. See 4.5.6 Towards Healing, Australia for a description of the Towards Healing program.
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3. HEALING
Healing has been defined by researchers as the “the transformation towards meaning,
wholeness, connectedness, and balance” (Katz & St. Denis, 1991: 24). Extant research suggests
that four factors contribute to the healing of victims 7, offenders, and their communities: accountmaking or storytelling, an apology, forgiveness, and procedural justice (Blecher, 2011; Brookes,
1998; Cose, 2004; Daly, 2014; Dhami, 2012; Doak, 2011; Enright, 2001; Kay, 2006; Miller,
2011; Ransley & Spy, 2004; Rossner, 2008; Strang, 2002; Strang & Sherman, 2003). These are
each described in turn in this chapter.
3.1

Account-making or Storytelling
Account-making is the verbalization of one’s life narrative, including the crime and its

impact on one’s life. It gives victims a voice (Curtis-Fawley & Daly, 2005; Daly & CurtisFawley, 2006; Lovell et al. 2002; Umbreit, Coates, & Vos, 2002). Account-making or
storytelling has been shown to help place life events into a larger narrative and contribute to the
healing of victims (Kay, 2006; Miller, 2011). For a long time, victims of clergy-perpetrated
sexual abuse were silenced by the Catholic Church (Balboni, 2011). Through the simple act of
communication, victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse may feel validated, re-assign shame,
shed stigma, and shift blame and disgrace to the offender (Johnstone, 1999; Miller, 2011). When
an offender participates in storytelling, it signals a willingness to change (Kay, 2006), helping
both the victim and the offender. Storytelling may further help offenders re-biography their
lives, fostering desistence (Maruna, 2001), preventing them from accepting a deviant master
status (Becker, 1963), and assisting them with shame management (Ahmed et al., 2001).

7

The analysis of data for this study found two additional factors vital to healing among participants (i.e., faith and
community). These factors are discussed in detail in Chapter 6 (see 6.3 Faith and 6.5 Community).
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Additionally, community members can take a clear stance and condemn the offense, express how
the crime impacted them, and reaffirm social norms (Van Ness, Crocker, Brookes, 2003). All of
these may also help the victim in healing.
3.2

Apology
An apology is a tacit acknowledgement of the legitimacy of the violated rule or social

norm, an admission of full fault and responsibility, and an expression of regret and remorse for
having caused the harm in question (Tavuchis, 1991). An apology has been identified as a
crucial element to healing (Blecher, 2011; Strang, 2002; Dhami, 2012; Doak, 2011; Rossner,
2008), particularly when it is perceived as genuine and sincere (Moore, 1994). Research on
victimization consistently reveals that victims prefer symbolic reparations, most often in the
form of an apology, over material compensation (Retzinger & Scheff, 1996; Strang, 2002).
The act of an apology confirms that the offender committed a wrongdoing, which is
particularly important for sexual abuse cases (Herman, 2005). By accepting responsibility, an
offender validates the victim’s experience and affirms the victim’s self-worth (Blecher, 2011;
Braithwaite & Mugford, 1994; Presser, 2003). Remorse also facilitates healing and indicates a
desire on the part of the offender to change his behavior (Presser, 2003). An apology may
further help the offender with the development of a redemption script (Maruna, 2001), manage
his shame (Ahmed et al., 2001), rebuild his relationships, and reconnect with mainstream society
(Braithwaite, 1989; Dhami, 2012). But, an apology is not limited to an exchange between the
offender and the victim. An apology can also occur between families, friends, community
members, and institutions that were complicit (directly or indirectly) in the abuse, or who may
have ostracized victims (Herman, 2005). The community benefits from an apology, as it
reaffirms collective norms, which can facilitate a victim’s healing and the reintegration of both
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the victim and offender into the larger community (Braithwaite & Mugford, 1994; Dhami, 2012;
Presser, 2003).
3.3

Forgiveness
Forgiveness is the “letting go of the power that the offense and the offender have over the

[victim] while not excusing or condoning the behavior” (Zehr, 1990: 67). The capacity of
forgiveness to facilitate healing is well documented (Cose, 2004; Enright, 2001; Ransley & Spy,
2004). Forgiveness helps individuals move toward transformation and ultimately healing. It
allows victims to restore their self-control and autonomy by releasing negative emotions.
Victims can rebuild their lives so that they are no longer defined by the abuse (Zehr, 1990).
Tylim (2005) compared forgiveness to a feeling of “psychic liberation” for victims (p. 262). For
the offender, forgiveness offers another opportunity to reframe his self-concept and enter a path
toward being a more productive member of society (Maruna, 2001). The community also
benefits from forgiveness by reclaiming its collective identity and reestablishing social cohesion
and a sense of safety (Presser, 2003).
3.4

Procedural Justice
Procedural justice refers to the procedures and decisions used to decide an outcome (Lind

& Tyler, 1988). Surveys of crime victims reveal that procedural considerations, such as
participating in the justice process and having the harm recognized and addressed, are important
for healing (Strang, 2002; Strang & Sherman, 2003). Tyler (1990) outlines five facets of
procedural justice, including confidence in the impartiality of the process, ethicality of the
process, lack of bias in the process, belief that errors made could be corrected, and a sense of
control over the process. These facets all contribute to whether participants favorably view
outcomes within the criminal justice system and Church proceedings.
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Research has linked fairness in the justice process with victims coming to terms with past
abuse (Beven, Hall, Froyland, Steels, & Goulding, 2005; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Wemmers & Cyr,
2005). For victims, procedural justice can foster empowerment, restore respect, and aid in
healing by participation (Wemmers & Cyr, 2005). Procedural justice concerns are also
important for offenders and the larger community. The inclusion of the offender in the
restorative justice process aids in legitimizing the outcome, even if the offender does not agree
with it (Tyler, 1990). The impacts of such crimes on the community are often overlooked.
Inclusion in the process allows community needs to be expressed and met and has the potential
to create new bonds within the community and strengthen existing ones (Braithwaite, 2007;
Braithwaite & Parker, 1999).
3.5

Summary
Healing is a process, not an event (Armour & Umbreit, 2006: 108). However, studies of

survivors suggest that some experiences may advance the move toward healing (Armour &
Umbreit, 2006: 109), specifically participation in restorative events (Umbreit, Coates, Vos, &
Brown, 2003). Restorative justice fosters an environment in which the above elements of
account-making, apology, forgiveness, and procedural justice are likely to occur. Importantly,
each element may contribute to healing individually or in conjunction with another element.
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4. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
This chapter discusses the theory of restorative justice. It begins with and examination of
restorative justice and the underlying theories that have been posited to explain the success and
transformative potential of the theory. Next, the application of restorative justice to sex-based
crimes is reviewed. A discussion of restorative justice and its connection to Catholicism follows.
Next, restorative justice is theoretically applied to clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse. Restorativebased events and programming for Catholics around the world are then highlighted. The chapter
concludes with a discussion of the gaps in the literature and an outline for the current study,
including research questions and hypotheses.
4.1

Theory of Restorative Justice
The concept of restorative justice dates back to early civilization, e.g., The Code of

Hammurabi c. 1700 B.C.E. and the Sumerian Code of Ur-Nammu c. 2050 B.C.E., which
prescribed restitution for property and violent offenses, respectively (Van Ness & Strong, 2010).
It reemerged in the 1970s in academic research, and has since attracted worldwide attention
inside and outside the field of criminal justice (see Braithwaite, 2002a; Curtis-Fawley & Daley,
2005; Gavrielides, 2011; Umbreit, Vos & Coates, 2005; see Roche, 2002). Restorative justice
has been defined in terms of process, outcome, and values, or some combination of these
(Braithwaite, 2003; Crawford & Newburn, 2003; Johnstone, 2002; see Roche 2002; von Hirschi,
Ashwork, & Shearing, 2003), but theorists, researchers, and practitioners have not agreed upon a
single definition of restorative justice (Miller, 2011; Sullivan & Tift, 2005; Van Ness & Strong,
2010; Walgrave, 2007; Zehr, 1990). Still, they have agreed upon some core elements of the
theory, which are discussed below.
Underlying restorative justice is the idea that all people are interconnected (Zehr, 1990:
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35). Restorative justice recognizes the interpersonal dimension of crime, which is seen by
restorative justice theorists as a violation of people and relationships (Zehr, 1990). According to
restorative justice theorists, repairing harm is best accomplished through encounters with those
who have a legitimate stake in the offense and its resolution (Zehr, 1990). Offenders and
communities are accountable for the resulting harms and have an obligation to repair the
connectedness or make things right (Zehr, 1990). This involves accountability of the offender,
which often includes restitution, an apology, changed behavior, and acts of generosity (Van
Ness, 2009). For the community, it involves assisting both victims and offenders and addressing
structural causes of the harm. All stakeholders are given equal weight in the restorative process
(Gavrielides & Coker, 2005; Umbreit, Vos, & Coates, 2005). Ultimately, restorative events can
lead to the transformation of people, relationships, and communities (Van Ness & Strong, 2010;
Zehr, 1990). Offenders can become contributing members of society, victims can become
survivors, and communities may find wholeness and increased public safety.
Several notable criminological theories underlie restorative justice. Perhaps the most
influential is Braithwaite’s (1989) reintegrative shaming theory (RIS). According to Braithwaite,
shaming is an “all social process of expressing disapproval which ha[s] the intention or effect of
invoking remorse in the person being shamed” (Braithwaite, 1989: 100). Braithwaite
distinguishes between two types of shaming: reintegrative and disintegrative. Reintegrative
shaming involves communicating disapproval of deviant acts followed by “gestures of
reacceptance into the community of law-abiding citizens” (Braithwaite, 1989: 100-101) that
restore the shamed person’s membership within the group. In contrast is disintegrative shaming,
which is stigmatic and involves disapproval of a deviant act and subsequent labeling of the
deviant as an outcast. Disintegrative shaming may lead an individual toward deviant
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subcultures, blocked opportunities, and further delinquency. Thus, shaming has the power to
ensure conformity or generate crime (Botchkovar & Tittle, 2008). Braithwaite (2002b) has
argued that restorative justice promotes reintegrative shaming and has the potential to repair
relationships broken because of crime. The victim can explain her victimization and the offender
can experience and manage shame, after which opportunities for reintegration are offered
(Ahmed et. al., 2001).
Frequently associated with restorative justice is procedural justice theory (Tyler, 1990),
which suggests that acceptance of legal authority can be attained through building trust and
legitimacy in process. Procedural factors can therefore influence a person’s assessment of
whether decisions are fair and just, regardless of the outcome of the process. Tyler and
colleagues (2007) contend that restorative justice works because participants feel the process is
more fair than traditional criminal justice – an assertion that has been supported in the research
on restorative justice (Strang, 2002). Tyler (1990) found that perceptions of fairness and justice
in procedures comprise the following elements: confidence in the impartiality, ethicality, and
lack of bias in the process; a belief that errors that occurred in the process could be corrected;
and a sense of control over the process 8.
Tyler (2000) later reformulated and relabeled these elements as voice, respect, neutrality,
and trust9. These elements encompass the same concepts as Tyler’s earlier work but utilize
different terminology. Voice replaced process control and is defined as the opportunity to
participate in the process (Tyler, 2000). Ethicality was subsumed and incorporated into the

8

These elements have been previously operationalized and tested by other researchers and applied to sexual abuse
victims involved in restorative justice programs (Strang, 2002). Strang’s (2002) work formed the basis for survey
questions in this study related to procedural justice.
9
These elements were utilized in the analysis of data in this study.
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concept of respect and dignity, which all people want to experience (Tyler, 2000). These
elements are associated with treatment by decisionmakers (Blader & Tyler, 2003). Neutrality
pertains to the honesty, impartiality, and objectivity of decisionmakers (Tyler (2000), which
incorporates Tyler’s (1990) previous elements of impartiality and lack of bias. Trust refers to the
motives of the decisionmakers responsible for resolving cases (Tyler, 2000) and replaced
correctability (Tyler, 1990). These final elements, neutrality and trust, relate to the quality of
the decision-making (Van Camp & Wemmers, 2013).
Similar in many respects to procedural justice theory is defiance theory (Sherman, 1993),
which asserts that deterrence will occur when the offender views the outcome as legitimate, feels
strong bonds to the community, and has an outlet to express shame (Rossner, 2008). Conversely,
the chance of engaging in future crime increases when an offender views punishment as
illegitimate or unjust, when he is weakly bonded to the community, and experiences
unacknowledged shame (Rossner, 2008). Defiance theorists argue that these differences in
outcome help to explain variance in the effectiveness of restorative justice events. Research
based on these criminological theories has led to a greater understanding of the strengths and
weaknesses of the restorative process (Rossner, 2008).
It is also worthwhile to examine how psychology contributes to understanding restorative
justice and healing. Examining the recovery process for victim-survivors from a psychological
perspective will aid in understanding their healing journey. Exploring the role of emotions and
the dynamics of a restorative event may help to uncover the benefits of restorative justice, such
as looking at the mechanisms that occur when individuals release negative emotions and
embrace a positive range of emotions (Blood, 2012). Blood (2012) contends that this
transformation from negative to positive emotions can enhance a victim’s overall emotional
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well-being and successfully integrate trauma into his or her life narrative in order for the victim
to move forward. In other words, psychology may help explain how a traumatic event, such as
child sexual abuse, can be turned into one of growth and healing (Blood, 2012).
Affect script psychology (ASP) is one psychological theory that has been used to explain
the emotional transformations that typically occur during restorative justice-based events
(Thorsborne, 2016). Drawing on Charles Darwin’s work related to motivation and emotions,
Tomkins identified nine distinct affects 10 to explain the expression of emotions in human beings
(Wachtel, 2016). The nine affects are grouped into categories (see Figure 1): two positive
(enjoyment – joy, interest – excitement), one neutral (surprise – startle), and six negative (shame
– humiliation, distress – anguish, disgust, fear – terror, anger – rage, and dismell (a term coined
by Tomkins similar to contempt) (Nathanson, 1992).
According to ASP, feelings occur when human beings become aware that an affect has
been triggered. “A feeling plus a memory or prior similar feeling is an emotion” (The Tomkins
Institute, n.d.: para. 2). In other words, emotions are a learned response based on past
experiences and socialization (Kelly, 2009). Theorists posit that emotional transformation can be
explained by a “central blueprint” or set of rules that direct and govern emotional well-being
(Thorsborne, 2016: 25). This central blueprint functions best when (1) positive affects are
maximized, (2) negative affects are minimized, and (3) affects are fully expressed (minimization
of the inhibition of affect) to achieve the first two objectives (Kelly, 2009; Wachtel, 2016).
Anything that encourages these three objectives promotes emotional well-being, and anything
that interferes with one or more of them reduces emotional well-being (Kelly, 2009; Wachtel,

10

Affects are defined as innate responses that occur in the central nervous system as a result of change in the rate
and density of neural firings as sensory information is received (Thorsborne, 2016: 29).
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2016). Restorative events encourage the free expression of affects and attempt to minimize
negative and maximize positive affects, effectively illustrating the central blueprint of ASP
(Nathanson, 1992; Wachtel, 2016).
Shame is an important emotion within restorative justice. Affect script psychologists
view shame differently than the criminologists already discussed. Tomkins (1987) defines
shame as occurring anytime that positive affects are interrupted. In other words, a person does
not have to do something wrong to feel shame, rather shame can be experienced when a positive
affect (i.e., interest – excitement or enjoyment – joy) is interrupted (Nathanson, 1997 as cited in
Wachtel, 2016). Thorsborne (2016) identified common feelings that occur when shame is
triggered, including frustration, confusion, embarrassment, humiliation, uncomfortableness,
rejection, disrespect, remorsefulness, powerlessness, hurt, inadequacy, foolishness, isolation,
helplessness, worthlessness, awkwardness, shyness, and exclusion (p. 32). Angel (2005) argues
that this conceptualization of shame explains why many crime victims feel shame, even though it
was the offender who committed the “shameful” act (as cited in Wachtel, 2016: 6).
Nathanson (1992) created the Compass of Shame to illustrate the various maladaptive
behaviors or scripts11 that human beings employ to manage shame-based feelings (see Figure 2).
The four poles and associated behaviors are as follows (Elison, Lennon, Pulos, 2006; Kelly,
2014; Nathanson, 1992, Thorsborne, 2016):



Withdrawal – isolating oneself, silence, shutting down, running and hiding, sexual
withdrawal, and agoraphobia.
Avoidance – denial, distraction through thrill seeking, promiscuity and infidelity,
chronic lying, over-intellectualism, obsessive accumulation of wealth and
property, refusal to accept responsibility, addictive behaviors, such as drugs,
alcohol, work, and gambling.

11

Often individuals develop “rules” to maximize the positive and minimize the negative affects (The Tomkins
Institute, n.d.: para. 2). Tomkins called those rules scripts (The Tomkins Institute, n.d.: para. 2).
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Attack self – self-recrimination, sexual masochism, self-mutilation, and suicide.
Attack others – lashing out verbally or physically, blaming others, abusive
recrimination, competitiveness and jealousy, violence, sarcasm, hatred, sadism,
and murder.

Victims often experience withdrawal, avoidance, and attack self as they struggle with shame
following victimization (Thorsborne, 2016). These behaviors all disrupt the connection and
reconnection among oneself, family, friends, and the community (Kelly, 2007 as cited in
Thorsborne, 2016). The restorative process allows a victim to tell his or her account of the
incident and express his or her feelings within a group setting. This process can help victims
release some of those negative feelings and move toward positive feelings and reconnect with
others and their community (Thorsborne, 2016; Wachtel, 2016).

Figure 1. The Nine Affects
(adapted from Nathanson,1992, by
Wachtel, 2016)

Figure 2. The Compass of Shame
(adapted from Nathanson, 1992, by Wachtel 2016)

* Both images are reproduced from Wachtel (2016).

More recently, scholars have turned to sociology to explain the interactional process of
restorative events, particularly Collins theory of interaction ritual (Collins, 2004). According to
Collins (2004), the intensity of emotions, rather than content or a specific emotion, increases the
chances of a successful restorative event. Collective feelings of solidarity produced in the event
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create a new shared experience and foster social bonding and a recommitment to social norms
(Collins, 2004). This feeling of solidarity is purported to explain why restorative justice works
to restore victims and offenders and reduce offending (Rossner, 2008). Collins (2004) has
identified four components (i.e., importance of group assembly, a barrier to outsiders, mutual
focus, and a shared mood) that predict when a restorative interaction will transform negative
emotions (e.g., shame, anxiety, and anger) to positive emotions (e.g., solidarity, empathy, and
trust) and when it will not. According to this theory, the sequence and flow of restorative
interactions are patterned, ritualized, and relatively predictable (Rossner, 2011). Participants
develop a rapport with one another where there is a “rhythmic coordination and synchronization
to their conversations and bodily movements and emotions” (Rossner, 2008: 1744). This
patterned interaction is posited to lead to transformation of emotions from negative to positive.
Restorative justice philosophy can help to provide a framework for the broader
application and evaluation of restorative justice (Zehr, 2013). Zehr (2013) posits that restorative
justice philosophy emerged in an attempt to explain what is occurring in real-world restorative
programs (Zehr, 2013: 234). Hence a variety of philosophical interpretations have arisen in
response to the variety of restorative programs (Braithwaite & Strang, 2000; Zehr, 2013).
Restorative justice philosophy helps to place concepts such as justice and fairness into a
normative framework to better understand issues related to power imbalances among individuals
and institutions, institutional culture, as well as moral and spiritual injury in the pursuit of justice
(Gavrielides & Artinopoulou, 2013). The researcher reflected upon these perspectives to help
frame the findings of this research.
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4.2

Research on Restorative Justice and Sex Crimes
Restorative justice has often been used in the criminal justice system to address low-level

crimes committed by juveniles (Daly, 2006). However, a number of researchers and
practitioners also advocate for the use of restorative programs for sexual offenses (Braithwaite,
2002a; Hudson, 2002; Koss et al., 2004; McAlinden, 2007). Although not widespread, several
such initiatives and programs have been operating throughout the world (McAlinden, 2006,
2008). A recent worldwide review of restorative programs identified 15 sites that offer
restorative programming in conjunction with legal proceedings to repair harm following child
sexual abuse or similar crimes, although only three focused exclusively on sexual offending
(Bolitho & Freeman, 2016). Moreover, public support among victims and non-victims for
expanding the use of restorative justice for sexual crimes is increasing (Marsh & Wager, 2015).
The term restorative justice encompasses a wide range of programs and practices
(McCold, 2000) (such as therapeutic, diversionary, and transitional programs) occurring at
different points in time (Zehr, 2002). The following programs illustrate the broad application,
and effectiveness, of restorative justice as applied to sexual offenses:
Victim Voices Heard (VVH) is a therapeutic program operating outside the criminal
justice system that utilizes the victim-offender dialogue model 12 of restorative justice. It was
started in Delaware in 2002 and was designed to help victims of severe violence, including
sexual violence, with healing and recovery (Miller, 2011). Victims initiate the process. Prior to
the face-to-face encounter both victims and offenders engage in four to six months of extensive
preparation to help them prepare to effectively communicate their emotions and the issues to be

12

Victim-offender dialogues “offer victims and offenders the opportunity to meet one another with the assistance of
a trained mediator to talk about the crime and come to an agreement on steps towards justice” (Van Ness & Strong,
2010: 66).
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raised during the dialogue (Miller, 2011). According to Miller (2011) victims involved in this
program found the dialogue empowering and cathartic, and they report that it brought them a
sense of peace. Receiving answers from offenders relieved heavy burdens of shame and selfblaming, which began the healing process and restored the victims’ self-respect and autonomy
(Miller, 2011). For the offenders, participation also brought a sense of peace by helping them
move beyond their crimes and a sense of satisfaction that they were able to help their victims
with recovery (Miller, 2011). Victim-offender dialogue programs are currently operating in 25
states; however, structures and requirements vary among them (Miller, 2011).
RESTORE13 was a diversionary program operating within the criminal justice system
that utilized the community conferencing framework14 of restorative justice. Established in Pima
County, Arizona, in 2004, RESTORE was victim-centered and focused on respecting the rights
and safety of victims through validation of sexual victimizations (Koss, Bachar, Hopkins, &
Carlson, 2004). Prosecutors would refer certain first-time sexual offenders to the program (Koss
et al., 2004). Transformation of perceptions was thought to occur when the offender, victim, and
supporters met face-to-face to discuss the effect of the crime and determine reparations (Hopkins
& Koss, 2005). However, the process did not end there: The program sought to transform the
community’s role in addressing crime. Following the conference, in addition to formal
supervision, a community accountability and reintegration board (CARB) comprising
community volunteers met regularly with the offender (Koss et al., 2004). The offender exited
the program based on the recommendation of CARB and publicly explained what he or she had
learned throughout the program (Koss et al., 2004). This marked the offender’s reintegration

13

RESTORE operated between 2004 and 2007 (Bolitho & Freeman, 2016).
Victims, offenders, and their families or support persons are present in restorative conferences, which are led by a
facilitator (Van Ness & Strong, 2010: 69).
14
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into the community. Anecdotal reports on the program showed promise for this approach (Koss
& Achilles, 2008). The first published quantitative evaluation of the program was cautiously
optimistic in terms of the feasibility, safety, and satisfactory outcomes of the program (Koss,
2014: 1623).15
Circles of Support and Accountability (CoSA) is a transitional program started in 1994 in
Canada. It is supported by the community and government and utilizes a circle model 16 of
restorative justice. It is a voluntary program for high-risk sex offenders that aims to foster
healthy pro-social lifestyles and help offenders reintegrate into society (Cesarino, 2001; Petrunik,
2002; Wilson, Huculak, & McWhinnie, 2002). Each circle comprises a core member (also
known as the ex-offender) and four to seven community volunteers (Petrunik, 2002). Core
members must share criminal and clinical files with the circle and agree to the terms of a
“covenant” that outlines what volunteers and the core member can expect from one another
(Hannem & Petrunik, 2007). Transformation of the core member is thought to occur through the
building of social relationships (McAlinden, 2006). This is primarily accomplished through the
structure of the program (Hannem & Petrunik, 2007). One primary volunteer meets daily with
the core member and the full circle meets weekly. Other volunteers in the circle are also in
contact with the core member weekly. The program is intended to create long-term supportive
friendship-type networks for the ex-offender (Hannem & Petrunik, 2007). Evaluations found the
program effective in reducing recidivism and also found high levels of support, satisfaction, and

15

Project Restore in New Zealand is an operational diversionary program that is modeled off of the RESTORE
program in Arizona. Preliminary research has found that victim-survivors find the program beneficial and that they
also are satisfied with the process (Julich, Buttle, Cummins, & Freeborn, 2010).
16
Circles are a community-based decision-making approach that facilitates discussion among participants regarding
harms experienced, leading to a shared affirmation by the circle for offender, victim, and the community (Van Ness
& Strong, 2010: 69-70). In addition to the CoSA program described in this section, the CoSA model has also been
utilized recently to reintegrate a student offender following on-campus sexual misconduct (McMahon, Karp, &
Mulhern, 2019).
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positive experiences among the community, offenders, and professionals working with the sex
offenders17 (Bates, Macrae, Williams, & Webb, 2012; Bates, Williams, Wilson, & Wilson, 2014;
Duwe, 2013; Duwe, 2018; Elliot & Beech, 2013; Quaker Peace & Social Witness, 2005; Wilson
et al., 2002; Wilson, Bates, & Vollm, 2010). Although program structures vary, CoSA has
expanded throughout Canada, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Belgium, and the United
States (Duwe, 2013; Elliot & Beech, 2013; Wilson et al., 2010). Currently, eight states have
operating programs based on CoSA.
4.3

Restorative Justice and Catholic Church Connections
The values that underpin restorative justice (e.g., respect, solidarity, active responsibility,

and peaceful social life) resonate with many indigenous and religious traditions, including
Catholicism (Umbreit, Vos, & Coates, 2005; Van Ness & Strong, 2010). Catholic social thought
parallels the core values of restorative justice (Denk, 2008): Restorative justice is founded on
human relationships premised on respect for others (Van Ness & Strong, 2010) and Catholic
beliefs are built upon human dignity and respect for all human life regardless of actions
(USCCB, 2000). For Catholics, both the victim and offender are children of God created in his
image (USCCB, 2000). Indeed, the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (2000)
summarized restorative justice and its connection to Catholicism as follows: “Restorative
justice…reflects our values and tradition. Our faith calls us to hold people accountable, to
forgive, and to heal” (p. 17).

17

There has been some criticism of the methodological rigor of studies evaluating CoSA (Elliot & Zajac, 2015).
However, Elliot and Zajac (2015) concede that CoSA is a “promising approach,” and studies have provided
encouraging results as to its effectiveness (p. 121-122).
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Central to Catholic teaching is the concept of justice as fidelity to the demands of
relationships (Denk, 2008: 12). In other words, Catholics believe that individuals are social and
that fundamental God-given rights and responsibilities are lived out in relationships with others
(USCCB, 2000). This concept resonates with the restorative value of solidarity, which stresses
support and connectedness, despite significant disagreement or dissimilarities (Van Ness &
Strong, 2010). Violations of rights, according to Catholic thought, implicate an obligation to
restore what has become unbalanced (Denk, 2008: 10). Restorative justice and Catholicism both
accept punishment as a viable reparation, as punishment holds offenders accountable for their
actions. The purpose of punishment according to the Catholic Church is to advance the common
good (i.e., protect society and rehabilitate those who violate the law) (Catechism of the Catholic
Church, no. 2266; USCCB, 2000). This position is consistent with the restorative value of
promoting active responsibility to make amends (Van Ness & Strong, 2010).
Restorative justice’s focus on interconnectedness is also consistent with Catholic thought.
Two related principles illustrate this connection: (1) The Catholic conception of solidarity belies
that “we are all really responsible for all” (John Paul II, 1987: 24), and (2) the conception of
subsidiarity encourages community involvement and problem solving (USCCB, 2000).
Furthermore, restorative justice is concerned with not just individual criminal incidents but also
structural causes of crime, just as Catholic social teaching emphasizes the need to challenge the
broader culture of violence (Denk, 2008; USCCB, 2000). This Catholic belief resonates with the
commitment of restorative justice to a peaceful social life by responding to crime in ways that
build harmony, contentment, security, and community well-being (Van Ness & Strong, 2010:
49).
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4.4

Restorative Justice and its Theoretical Application to Clergy-Perpetrated Sexual Abuse
Although there is clearly support for applying restorative justice practices to sex

offenders and clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse, there are a number of notable concerns and
criticisms that must be considered (McAlinden, 2008). These are discussed in this section.
Central to restorative justice is the encounter between the victim and offender. Delayed
reporting of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse increases the likelihood that priest offenders may be
deceased or mentally incapable of engaging in any type of restorative encounter, limiting the
ability of a victim to confront his or her offender. This does not mean that the pursuit of a
restorative paradigm within the Catholic Church is futile. Indeed, the institution of the Church
may serve as a “surrogate offender.” After all, many victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse
attribute significant blame to the Church for its role in the sexual abuse crisis (Doyle, 2003).
Furthermore, research indicates that validation of abuse by communities and families is of equal
or greater importance than offender acknowledgement of the crime (Herman, 2005). Thus, even
without an offender present, restorative justice offers the potential for victim healing (Herman,
2005). The encounter with the Church also presents an opportunity for the clarification of social
norms and an opportunity to dispel misconceptions regarding victimization within society
(Christie, 1977; Erickson, 1966; McAlinden, 2005).
The “personhood” of corporate structures and organizations has long been debated
(Cressey, 1988). Cressey (1988) argues that human attributes should not be extended to
organizations. He contends that organizations do not suffer from mental disorders but rather
dysfunctional cultures and environments (Cressey, 1988). It follows therefore that there is the
potential for deviant activities to occur long after those responsible for such activities are
removed from the organization. Furthermore, new members may be socialized into
dysfunctional patterns of thinking despite policies and programs in place to avoid future
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deviance. Therefore, several theorists have argued that institutions should be held criminally
responsible for deviance by their members (Braithwaite & Fisse, 1990).
In the case of the Catholic Church, the entire organization was not involved in the sexual
abuse crisis, but organizational culture and individuals played a significant role in the response to
allegations of sexual abuse by clergy members. As a result, the Church arguably should and can
be held accountable for its clergy’s actions (see Roche, 2006). Restorative justice may be the
mechanism by which the Church is held accountable.
A second criticism is that the precondition that “offenders” acknowledge harms is
unrealistic for sex offenders. Sex offenders, religious or non-religious, experience cognitive
distortions throughout the offending cycle and utilize techniques of neutralization to deny and
minimize the harm to the victim (Saradjian & Nobus, 2003). Furthermore, sex offenders have
difficulty expressing empathy (Blake & Gannon, 2008; Marshall, Hudson, Jones, & Fernandez,
1995). In the case of the Catholic Church, these issues are compounded by the culture of
clericalism, which is grounded in the belief that clerics constitute an elite group (Benkert &
Doyle, 2009). The attitude of self-importance and belief in their own “specialness” may inhibit
clerics from recognizing the devastating effects of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse (Doyle,
2006). Nonetheless, restorative justice offers the possibility to break down potential distortions
and justifications and interrupt troubled behavioral patterns. Moreover, restorative justice
provides the opportunity to humanize priests and demonstrate that they are capable of
wrongdoing.
It is well documented that the Catholic Church was neglectful and complicit in covering
up the sexual abuse crisis. Initially, the Church attempted to shift blame to protect its image
(Kauffman, 2008). Thus, there needs to be willingness on the part of the Church to acknowledge
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and rectify its past mistakes (Robertson, 2005). The hierarchical structure of the Church,
believed to be instituted by divine will, presents an obstacle for restorative justice (Doyle, 2006).
Therefore, a restorative justice movement to address clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse must be
supported at the highest levels of the Church. For the Catholic Church, restorative justice offers
the possibility for institutional accountability and the rebuilding of its credibility around the
world.
An additional critique leveled against restorative justice is that the informality of the
process results in outcomes that are too lenient (Daly, 2010). For a long time, the only recourse
that victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse sought was to report the abuse to the diocese
(Noll & Harvey, 2008). Generally speaking, the Church offered no attempts at healing the
victims. Instead, victims were discredited and portrayed as enemies of the Church (Noll &
Harvey, 2008; Sloyan, 2003). As a result, many victims resorted to legal action (Benkert &
Doyle, 2009), but most were left disappointed and frustrated (Balboni, 2011). Restorative justice
may offer the victims a sense of “justice” that has not otherwise been realized through litigation
(Daly, 2002). Restorative justice is a non-adversarial and private process where all parties
participate directly in the resolution of harm caused by the offense – quite unlike litigation.
Moreover, restorative justice allows responses tailored to individual circumstances, which is
important given the diversity of sexual abuse experiences. Furthermore, restorative justice
theorists contend that persons close to the offender who may be included in the restorative event
can potentially disrupt the offender’s offending behaviors and patterns.
Another common concern is that restorative justice fosters re-victimization through the
reproduction of power imbalances and dynamics of control. In fact, restorative justice works
toward removing the imbalance and empowering victims through voluntary agreements to
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participate in the restorative process (Noll & Harvey, 2008). Nonetheless, the facilitator also
needs to be aware of any manipulative and coercive behaviors by the offender that may
compromise victim safety (Umbreit, Coates, & Vos, 2007). But, for victims, being “heard” is an
important part of the healing and recovery process, and storytelling has been shown to restore a
victim’s dignity and self-worth (Kay, 2006; Miller, 2011). All parties therefore need to enter into
the restorative process with righteous intentions.
Many victims may not be ready to meet with their offenders or representatives of the
Church (Miller, 2011; Noll & Harvey, 2008). This encounter should not be coerced in any
manner. Even with voluntary participation, an encounter may put undue pressure on a victim to
forgive and assist with the offender’s reintegration efforts (Acorn, 2004; Cullen & Hoyle, 2010).
Forgiveness will have little meaning and will not positively contribute to healing if a victim is, or
feels, compelled to participate (Braithwaite, 2006: 440). Adequate training and careful
observation by facilitators may minimize such concerns (Cullen & Hoyle, 2010; Umbreit,
Coates, & Vos, 2007). Additionally, the use of indirect or surrogate offenders may reduce such
pressure (Umbreit, Coates, & Vos, 2007).
Critics also claim that there is a potential for revictimization if there is an imbalance of
power at restorative events. Therefore, it is important to understand the power imbalances
embedded in the relationships between victims of clergy abuse and (i) priest-offenders and (ii)
the institution of the Church. In Catholicism, priests are seen as alter-Christ figures who are
seldom questioned (Guido, 2008). The hegemony of Catholic priests over Catholic laypeople is
compounded for devout Catholics, as they have even more reverence for priests and the role they
play in Catholic life. The power imbalance between a priest and his parishioners is compounded
by the hierarchical structure of the Catholic Church, which emphasizes the ecclesiastical power
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of senior clergy over junior clergy (i.e., the Pope over cardinals, cardinals over archbishops,
archbishops over bishops, bishops over priests, and priests over deacons). Moreover,
institutional practices within the Catholic Church (e.g., the division between laity and clergy and
views on gender and sex) further exacerbate the imbalance of power.
To mitigate these imbalances, researchers have stressed voluntary participation, voluntary
acceptance of responsibility for the wrong, and voluntary accountability (Braithwaite, 2002b;
Noll & Harvey, 2008; Umbreit, Coates, & Vos, 2007). Additionally, the participation in
restorative events of surrogates of the Church rather than priest-offenders can alleviate some of
the personal power imbalance between a victim and the priest-offender. Moreover, through
dialogue and encounters between Church representatives and victims, restorative justice may be
able to transform the social conditions that contributed to the abuse by making those
representatives aware of the personal effect of abuse on victims, which may compel the
representatives to request or implement changes within the Church.
One final criticism is that sexual abuse creates irreparable harm that restorative justice
cannot repair. The sexual abuse crisis destroyed many relationships. In nearly every case of
clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse victims were from devout Catholic families where daily lives
were deeply intertwined with religious faith (Benkert & Doyle, 2009; Bera, 1995; Doyle, 2003;
Isley, 1996). The abuse for many resulted in “a crisis of faith” (Fortune, 1994). Catholic
teaching calls for members to reach out to those most in need (USCCB, 2000), but reaching
those who are not only disillusioned with the Church but also no longer believe in
institutionalized religion represents a challenge for restorative justice as applied to clergyperpetrated sexual abuse. A related challenge is restoring the relationship between the Church on
one hand and faith communities and civic society on the other hand. Research has shown that
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practicing Catholics who were not victims of abuse felt betrayed by Church leaders, questioned
the legitimacy of sacred moments involving priests, reassessed their relationship with God and
the Church, and mourned the loss of shared Catholic identity (Kline et al., 2008). Within civic
society, clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse disrupts social cohesion and a sense of safety (Jones &
Dokecki, 2008). The promise of restorative justice is that in conjunction with foundational
Catholic values, opportunities are created to repair relationships in a secure environment and
rebuild trust in the institution of the Church.
4.5

Restorative Justice and Restorative Events for Catholics
Several notable scholars have called for the application of restorative justice to help heal

harms stemming from the sexual abuse crisis (Geske, 2006; Gavrielides, 2012a; Gavrielides &
Coker, 2005; Keenan, 2009; Terry, 2019). Although the application of restorative justice to
clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse is in its infancy, there are several case studies that have dealt
with clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse through restorative justice 18. However, as illustrated in this
section broad conclusions cannot be drawn given limited empirical evaluation (see Gavrielides,
2012a).
4.5.1

The Healing Circle, Milwaukee, WI
One effort to apply restorative justice to sexual abuse in the Catholic Church was The

Healing Circle of Marquette University Law School’s Restorative Justice Initiative (with the
assistance of the Milwaukee Archdiocese). The Healing Circle gathered survivors, families of

18

Extensive searches of restorative justice websites and programs, newspaper articles, academic journals, and
Catholic Church websites were conducted to identify programs that utilized restorative justice to redress harms
stemming from clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse. Additionally, the researcher spoke with numerous practitioners to
try and identify additional programming (see 5.1.1 Site Selection). Nevertheless, there may be other restorativebased programs for clergy abuse survivors not described in this section operating within the United States and
abroad that have not been sufficiently publicized or empirically evaluated as of the date of this publication.
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victims, a priest offender, representatives of the Church, and members of the faith community to
openly discuss the pain and suffering stemming from clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse. The aims
of the program were to provide those affected by the abuse with an opportunity to voice their
stories, help identify how to restore those harmed, and start a nationwide dialogue. The
encounter was recorded and is used by the Marquette University Law School’s Restorative
Justice Initiative to promote the use of restorative justice for clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse.
Although no formal evaluation has been published, reports from the coordinator state that the
circle helped to restore faith and harmony in the Church (Geske, 2006). Moreover, testimony
from participants indicates that it helped to restore some faith in the institution of the Church and
the Archbishop, who was in attendance (Geske, 2006).
4.5.2

Broken Vessels (Healing Circle), Voice of the Faithful 19
To provide healing options to victim-survivors outside traditional mechanisms (i.e., civil

litigation and internal Church proceedings), the Voice of the Faithful began conducting healing
circles across the country, called Broken Vessels, in late 2014 (Casey, 2015). Based on the
principles of restorative justice, those harmed by clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse are invited to
meet in a small group and tell their stories, including how the abuse and/or the sexual abuse
crisis impacted their lives and faith. There is extensive preparation by those involved to ensure
that the circle is a safe environment for all participants. Each participant has an opportunity to
speak without interruption. Typically, circles last between six and eight hours (Voice of the
Faithful, n.d.). Restorative justice scholars theorize that storytelling and deep listening by others,
as well as having harms acknowledged, foster restoration of relationships and ultimately

19

Voice of the Faithful is an organization of lay Catholics formed in Boston in 2002 in response to sexual abuse by
Catholic clergy. This group provides support for survivors and advocates on their behalf.
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healing20. No formal evaluation of this program is available; however, participants have reported
that they felt heard, validated, and connected to the community in ways that they had not in a
long time (Casey, 2015). One participant found the experience to be transformative, and many
highly recommended the program for other individuals harmed by the sexual abuse crisis (Voice
of the Faithful, 2019). Indeed, some participants left feeling hopeful for the future of the
Catholic Church (Morrissey, 2016; Voice of the Faithful, 2019).
4.5.3

Towards Healing21, Ireland
In response to victim-survivor needs, Towards Healing developed facilitated listening

meetings that bring together in face-to-face meetings Church representatives and survivors and
their families who have been harmed by the Catholic Church. The goal of these meetings is to
provide a safe environment where dialogue can occur (Towards Healing, 2018). Restorative
justice scholars theorize that through sharing, listening, acknowledging, and validation of
experiences, transformation of relationships can occur 22. From its inception in 2012 through
2015, 46 people expressed interest in participating in facilitated listening meetings, although only
16 people completed a meeting (Towards Healing, 2018)23. In 2017, five people were in the
process of preparing for a facilitated meeting. Towards Healing commissioned an independent
researcher, Dr. Patricia Kennedy, to evaluate the program shortly after it began, but the report is
not publicly available. Towards Healing reports that the results were positive and that some
recommendations were made related to communication and funding (Towards Healing, 2018).

20

See 3.1 Account-making or Storytelling and 3.2 Apology.
Towards Healing was established in 1996 (from 1996 until 2011, it was named Faoiseamh) to provide therapeutic
services to victim-survivors under 18 years of age and their loved ones who experienced institutional, clerical, or
religious abuse in Ireland (Towards Healing, 2018).
22
See 3.1 Account-making or Storytelling and 3.2 Apology.
23
Four people chose another process; 17 paused the process; and eight were preparing for the process (Darmody,
2015; Towards Healing, 2015).
21
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Participants have found the experience helpful, even if they did not progress to a face-to-face
meeting (Towards Healing, 2014).
To provide additional sources of healing, Towards Healing began conducting healing
circles in 2017. These circles are professionally facilitated and, like those already discussed 24,
seek to normalize symptoms of the harm caused by the abuse, create support, decrease isolation,
and encourage others to share helpful strategies that foster healing (Towards Healing, 2018). In
2017, two healing circles were facilitated with a total of 16 participants between both circles
(Towards Healing, 2018). No formal evaluation is available; however, participants and
facilitators expressed that the experience was powerful (Towards Healing, 2018).
4.5.4

Restorative Justice Council on Sexual Misconduct in Faith Communities (RJC), St.
Paul, MN
Organized in 2003, RJC promotes the use of restorative justice to members of various

faith communities as an alternative to litigation over clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse (Restorative
Justice Council, n.d.). The RJC trains personnel and facilitates restorative events, including
mediation and conferencing (Restorative Justice Council, n.d.). RJC is committed to assisting
victims heal from clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse and incorporates the viewpoint of restorative
justice practitioners, theologians, ministers, victim-survivors, and lawyers into its work
(Restorative Justice Council, n.d.). No study could be found indicating program effectiveness
(see Gavrielides, 2012a).
4.5.5

Independent Academic Research Studies (IARS)
In 2004, IARS, in conjunction with the Justice Reconciliation Project (JRP), began

24

See 4.5.1 The Healing Circle, Milwaukee, WI and 4.5.2 Broken Vessels (Healing Circle), Voice of the Faithful.
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investigating the possibility of using restorative justice to redress harms stemming from the
sexual abuse crisis in the Catholic Church (IARS, n.d.). The first stage of IARS’ research
included an in-depth literature review regarding the application of restorative justice to sexual
offending cases and its potential for clergy abuse cases (Gavrielides, 2012a; Gavrielides, 2012b;
Gavrielides & Coker, 2005). The second stage was to involve primary and secondary qualitative
research examining the spiritual aspects of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse and the use of
restorative dialogues to repair damage caused by the sexual abuse (IARS, n.d.), but it was
suspended due to difficulty identifying participants (T. Gavrielides, personal communication,
April 24, 2013). The project is now under the auspices of Restorative Justice for All Institute,
which has adopted the research (Restorative Justice for All, 2014). However, the most recent
data available prior to publication of this study indicates that the project is currently unfunded
(Restorative Justice for All, 2019).
4.5.6

Towards Healing, Australia
Australia has been at the forefront of addressing victim needs in the aftermath of the

sexual abuse crisis in the Catholic Church. In 1996, the Australian Catholic Bishops’
Conference published Towards Healing: Principles and Procedures in Responding to
Complaints of Abuse Against Personnel of the Catholic Church in Healing (Towards Healing)
(Australian Catholic Bishops’ Conference & the Australian Conference of Leaders of Religious
Institutes, 2000). Towards Healing is a redress scheme 25 that provides compensation to victimsurvivors of Catholic clergy abuse and outlines a protocol regarding disclosure of abuse and

25

Redress may include monetary compensation, financial support for therapeutic or medical treatment, an apology
or acknowledgment by Church representatives, and assurance by the Church representatives of removal of predator
priests from ministry (Australian Catholic Bishops’ Conference & the Australian Conference of Leaders of
Religious Institutes, 2000).
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verification of allegations for Church representatives. Towards Healing is touted by the Church
as a leading restorative justice-based response to clergy abuse (Gleeson, 2015). The Towards
Healing process facilitates a meeting between the victim-survivor and a Church representative in
credible cases of sexual abuse. This meeting allows the victim-survivor to speak to the Church
representative and the representative to listen to the victim-survivor. Apologies are often
offered, and the Church representative can express empathy, which has been shown to contribute
to healing. Towards Healing has recently been criticized for being adversarial; lacking
transparency; and promoting power imbalances; and for decision-makers being unresponsive,
inconsistent in compensation payments, and lacking impartiality and flexibility (i.e., considering
each case individually) (Courtin, 2015; Ellis & Ellis, 2014; Gleeson, 2015; Matthews, 2015;
Royal Commission, 2017). Numerous scholars and researchers have concluded that Towards
Healings’ operations do not comply with restorative justice principles, particularly regarding the
focus on the needs and experiences of victim-survivors (Courtin, 2015; Gleeson, 2015; The
Royal Commission, 2017).
4.5.7

The Arbitration Centre, Belgium
The Arbitration Centre is a mixed model of mediation, arbitration, and counseling for

victim-survivors of clergy abuse (Aertsen, 2014)26. There are two phases of the process:
reconciliation and arbitration. A meeting is scheduled with the victim-survivor and his or her
legal representative and support person, a Church representative and his lawyer, and two or three
members of the permanent Arbitration Chambre. Typically, the meeting lasts between one and
one and a half hours. Apologies are often offered by the Church. Victim-survivors are eligible

26

The Centre is an autonomous body established by Parliament and the Catholic Church following
recommendations by the Andrienssens Commission in 2011 (Aertsen, 2014).
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to receive financial compensation of up to 10,000 euros 27. If no agreement is made in
reconciliation, and the offender is still alive, then the case proceeds to arbitration 28. Arbitration
is a more formal process and resembles court proceedings. All meetings are confidential. In
2012, 621 cases were reported to the Centre for Arbitration and 307 to Church centres 29
(Aertsen, 2014). The arbitration scheme was found to be somewhat adversarial for victims, in
part due to the presence of lawyers and the difficulty of balancing the needs of all of those
involved (Aertsen, 2014). Importantly, this program provides victims a voice and an opportunity
to express themselves to Church representatives in ways not otherwise available (Aertsen, 2014).
4.5.8

Triptych Restorative Mediation Approach, the Netherlands
In conjunction with two trained mediators, certain victims of clergy abuse developed an

alternative to the redress board instituted by the Catholic Church in the Netherlands 30: the
Triptych Restorative Mediation Approach (Triptych approach). This approach is a cooperative
process where a victim and representatives of the accused work with a mediation team to find
some emotional healing and closure and determine financial compensation for the victim. There
are multiple opportunities for contact with Church representatives, and all parties have
opportunities to speak. Bisschops (2014) reported that through these experiences Church
representatives felt empathy for the victims, and justice became just as important to the Church
representatives as to the victim-survivors (Bisschops, 2014). At the end of the mediation a
settlement agreement is signed. The financial aspects of the latter mediation procedure did not

27

Compensation is paid by the Church (Aertsen, 2014).
If the offender is deceased, alternative redress schemes must be pursued.
29
Following the recommendations of the Andrienssens Commission in 2011, the Catholic Church also created 10
centers for reporting and obtaining support for clergy abuse (Aertsen, 2014).
30
The Catholic Church in the Netherlands instituted a redress board to provide justice and financial compensation
for victims; however, many victims found the procedure to be adversarial and impersonal and felt that they were not
treated well (Bisschops, 2014).
28
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differ much from the official procedures, but victims reported it was more emotionally satisfying
and offered healing (Bisschops, 2014). The Triptych approach also incorporates regular
communal meetings with all victims. Bisschops (2014) found that these support groups provided
needed emotional, therapeutic, and practical support to victim-survivors.
4.5.9

Additional Applications of Restorative Justice
Canada is also exploring the possibilities of restorative justice in response to clergy

abuse. Since 2007, The Faith Communities Affirming Restorative Experiences Program
(FaithCARE) in partnership with Shalem Mental Health Network has conducted restorativebased interventions involving 10 different faith groups 31 (FaithCARE, 2019). No public reports
regarding effectiveness are available (FaithCARE, 2019; see Gavrielides, 2012a), but a
participant in the program reported that “we would not have been available to move forward
from our pain and conflict to where we are now without the support of FaithCARE”
(FaithCARE, 2019: para. 4). Also in Canada, in response to extensive sexual abuse by the
Christian Brothers32, over 400 victims formed a union and fought to resolve their abuse claims
via mediation (Robinson, 2002). Robinson (2002), a victim-survivor, reported that the mediation
facilitated healing among victims and the Church, but no evaluative study has been conducted
regarding the long- or short-term impact of the restorative process (see Gavrielides, 2012a).
In the United States, several locales have sought creative responses to assist victimsurvivors with healing. Basing public outreach on the reported needs of victim-survivors, these
efforts embrace the spirit of restorative justice. Recognizing healing as a personal journey, the
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When this study commenced in 2013, FaithCARE had piloted four restorative-based interventions with four
different faith groups, none of which involved victim-survivors of clergy abuse by Catholic clergy members
(Gavrielides, 2012a; Martin, October 2013; Wachtel, 2012).
32
The Congregation of Christian Brothers is a religious community within the Catholic Church.
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Archdiocese of Chicago offers a range of different services to victim-survivors and their loved
ones, including a newsletter, a healing garden, support groups, weekend retreats, dedicated
masses, and peace circles. Anecdotal reports indicate positive responses from the congregation
(Office of Assistance Ministry [OAM], November 2009, December 2009, June 2010, December
2010, August 2011, December 2011, June 2012, October 2012, July 2013). Similarly, the
Diocese of Arlington, Virginia offers dedicated masses, prayer services, evenings with the
Bishop, and retreats for victim-survivors and their loved ones. All of these events have been
well attended; however, no empirical results have been collected (United States Conference of
Catholic Bishops [USCCB], 2012). Anecdotal reports indicate that these events are helpful in
facilitating healing and understanding, are a source of strength for victim-survivors, and help to
reconnect victim-survivors and their loved ones with their faith (Collins, 2010; Diocese of
Arlington, 2010, 2011, 2013).
4.6

Summary
Restorative justice is not a panacea for clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse. Rather it

presents a theoretically viable approach to help redress the harms stemming from that abuse and
the ensuing crisis. Restorative justice can deliver most of what victims need in the aftermath of
clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse (Balboni & Bishop, 2010; McAlinden & Naylor, 2014). It offers
the possibility of merging justice proceedings with healing. It promises to engender rather than
interfere with victim recovery. It also promotes community involvement and provides safe
offender reintegration into the community. Thus, it presents a holistic approach to clergyperpetrated sexual abuse. However, the true test of the viability of restorative justice to redress
harms stemming from the sexual abuse crisis ultimately needs to be empirically examined.
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In sum, the above research has been limited in a number of ways. Despite worldwide
attention to the sexual abuse crisis in the United States, there is still a paucity of empirical
research on the topic, especially compared to other types of sex offenses (Terry, Calkins
Mercado, & Perillo, 2008). Research on victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse has been
confined to qualitative studies of survivors with small sample sizes (Balboni & Bishop, 2010;
Flynn, 2008; Isley, 1996; Isley et al., 2008; Kane, 2008, Saradjian & Nobus, 2008). This type of
research must continue given the breadth of the abuse and how much of the impact is local, but
quantitative studies must also be conducted. More broadly speaking, there is limited research on
restorative justice and its application to sex crimes (McAlinden, 2006, 2008) and its potential to
heal victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse (Gavrielides, 2012a). Research on restorative
justice for child sexual abuse within institutional settings is also limited (Bolitho & Freeman,
2016; Terry, 2019). Finally, few studies have examined concurrently all elements identified
within the extant research as contributing to healing (i.e., account-making, apology, forgiveness,
and procedural justice) (Blecher, 2011; Dhami, 2012; Johnstone, 1999; Kay, 2006).
4.7

Current Study
This study attempts to address limitations of the research by examining restorative events

and clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse both quantitatively and qualitatively. Furthermore, it tests
the application of restorative justice to clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse and compares healing
among those victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse and other victims of violence that have
participated in Catholic Church-based restorative justice programs. Identifying common
characteristics among victim-survivors participating in restorative justice events will further aid
in developing policies and practices for victims that promote healing.
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4.8

Research Questions and Hypotheses
The study sought to answer two research questions. First, whether restorative justice can

be used to redress harms caused to victims33 caused by clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse. Second,
whether there are common characteristics among victims who participate in restorative programs
and report a benefit from restorative events. To the researcher’s knowledge, no study has sought
to empirically examine elements that foster healing in a restorative encounter and explore
reasons for possible differential effects on victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse. Based on
the preceding literature on the Catholic Church and the theory of restorative justice, the
following hypotheses were purported to impact healing among victims of clergy-perpetrated
sexual abuse:
A substantial amount of criminological research shows strong links between restorative
justice and healing victims of crime (Rossner, 2008). As such, it is hypothesized that the more
engagement in restorative events, the greater the healing for all victims of sexual abuse (H₁).
Victimization research indicates that male victims of child sexual abuse are less likely to
disclose abuse than females (Finkelhor, 2008; Devoe & Coulborn-Faller, 1999; Tewksbury,
2007). Issues related to masculine gender role stereotypes, sexual identification, and selfconcept are compounded by the Church’s view of homosexuality. The majority of abuse was
perpetrated against males who may have more to gain from a restorative encounter. Based on
the foregoing, it is hypothesized that males will experience greater healing than females (H₂).
The victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse report such abuse years and often decades
after the abuse (John Jay Research Team, 2004. 2006; Terry, 2012). Miller (2011) found that the

33

The study intended to interview secondary victims as well; however, no secondary victims were interviewed in
connection with this research. See section 5.1.6 Response Rate.
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passage of time for victims is important for those involved in restorative dialogues. It is
therefore hypothesized that the longer the delay in reporting, the greater the healing the victim
will experience (H₃).
Victims of sexual assault are often not believed or discredited, subjected to counterclaims
of defamation, and persuaded not to pursue complaints (Bandy, 2009; Frohmann, 1991).
Victims of clergy abuse have further been threatened with excommunication and portrayed as
enemies of the Church (Doyle, 2003; Glancy & Saini, 2009; Noll & Harvey, 2008). The
literature shows that supportive disclosure opportunities can significantly impact a person’s
healing journey and greatly contribute to successful long-term recovery (Bandy, 2009; Daanne,
2009a). Based on the foregoing, it is therefore hypothesized that the greater the level of support
from family and friends at the time of disclosure, the greater the healing experienced by the
victim (H₄a). Similarly, it is hypothesized that the greater the level of support from family and
friends currently (i.e., at the time of participation in this study), the greater the healing
experienced by the victim (H₄b).
A unique effect of the Catholic sexual abuse crisis is the impact on victims’ spirituality
and religiosity (Rossetti, 1995). For many victims, the abuse resulted in a loss or weakening of
their religious beliefs. However, a precise relationship between religiosity and healing is
unknown. Therefore, it is hypothesized that the degree of religiosity at the time of the abuse will
be significantly related to the level of healing (H₅a). It is also hypothesized that the current (i.e.,
at the time of participation in this study) degree of religiosity will be significantly related to the
level of healing (H₅b).
Litigation was a primary recourse for victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse for a
long time. However, litigation frequently does not adequately address victims’ needs and has
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left many victims dissatisfied and frustrated (Balboni, 2011; Balboni & Bishop, 2010). Based on
the foregoing, it is hypothesized that victims of clergy-perpetrated abuse who have participated
in litigation will experience greater healing than those who did not (H₆).
Research on restorative justice indicates that its effectiveness is determined in large part
by preparation for a restorative event (Daly, 2002). Therefore, it is hypothesized that the greater
the preparation, the more healing a victim will experience (H₇).
Clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse has been likened to incest (Blanchard, 1991; Courtois,
2011; Frawley-O’Dea, 2002). It is therefore hypothesized that incest victims will experience
similar healing as victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse (H₈).
Victims of clergy abuse were primarily from devout Catholic families, and their lives and
identities were deeply intertwined with their religious faith (Benkert & Doyle, 2009; Bera, 1995;
Doyle, 2003; Isley, 1996). The spiritual element of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse on a devout
Catholic amplifies the devastation of the crime (Courtois, 2011; Doyle, July 2008). Therefore, it
is hypothesized that victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse will experience greater healing
than victims of street violence34 (H₉).
Crime affects not only the victim but other persons throughout the victim’s community,
particularly those close to the victim (called “secondary victims”) (Courtois, 2002; Remer &
Ferguson, 1997). Although healing is a personal journey, healing among primary victims and
secondary victims is inextricably linked (Remer & Ferguson, 1997). Based on the foregoing, it
is hypothesized that secondary victims will experience similar healing to their loved ones (H₁₀).

34

Street violence included crimes other than clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse and incest. See 5.1.3 Sample Criteria.
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H₁:
H₂:
H₃:
H₄a:
H₄b:
H₅a:
H₅b:
H₆:
H₇:
H₈:
H₉:
H₁₀:

Table 1. Hypotheses
The more engagement in restorative events, the greater the healing for all victims
of sexual abuse.
Males will experience greater healing than females.
The longer the delay in reporting, the greater the healing the victim will
experience.
The greater the level of support from family and friends at the time of disclosure,
the greater the healing experienced by the victim.
The greater the level of support from family and friends currently, the greater the
healing experienced by the victim.
The degree of religiosity at the time of the abuse will be significantly related to
the level of healing.
The current degree of religiosity will be significantly related to the level of
healing.
Victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse who have participated in litigation will
experience greater healing than those who did not.
The greater the preparation for restorative events, the more healing a victim will
experience.
Incest victims will experience similar healing as victims of clergy-perpetrated
sexual abuse.
Victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse will experience greater healing than
victims of street violence.
Secondary victims will experience similar healing to their loved ones.

As discussed in the following chapter, the hypotheses were unable to be tested as
originally intended given the low response rate for the quantitative component of the study (see
5.1.6 Response Rate). However, the researcher was able to answer six related research
questions, as described below in Table 2. Research Questions.

RQ₁:
RQ₂:
RQ₃:
RQ₄:
RQ₅:
RQ₆:

Table 2. Research Questions
Is engagement a factor in healing?
Does delayed disclosure impact healing?
Does support by family and friends matter for healing?
How does religiosity affect healing?
Does the criminal justice system and/or Church proceedings foster healing?
Does the type of abuse experienced impact healing?
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5. METHODOLOGY
This chapter describes the methodology used in this research study. It commences with
an overview of the research design and strategy. Next, the site selection process and site
description are described. The sample criteria are then reviewed, followed by a discussion of the
estimated sample size. Data collection and procedures are then outlined. After that, the response
rate is discussed. Demographic and descriptive elements of the sample are then summarized.
Next, ethical considerations are examined, including the risks to participants and the researcher.
Key concepts for the study are then operationalized. Next, the criterion measures and
instruments are explained. Finally, the analytical plan for both the quantitative and qualitative
components of the study are outlined.
5.1

Research Design
The study consisted of quantitative and qualitative components designed to determine the

viability of restorative justice to redress harms to primary and secondary victims of clergyperpetrated sexual abuse. The quantitative component sought to identify similarities and
differences among participants (e.g., demographics, experiences with respect to healing, and
relationships between abuse and healing) 35. As noted below, this information was supplemented
by qualitative data from interviews with participants, which allowed the researcher to examine
the nuances of the restorative interaction that positively contributed to healing. This combined
approach strengthened the results and presented a more comprehensive understanding of the

35

Relationships between multiple variables and descriptions of the population and phenomenon were also intended.
A low response rate to the survey made it impossible to run statistical analyses with any confidence. A detailed
discussion of sample size and efforts to increase the response rate can be found in sections 5.1.3 Sample Criteria and
5.1.5 Data Collection and Procedures.
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complexity of healing from sexual abuse. Furthermore, the interviews provided an opportunity
to clarify and expand upon results from the quantitative component.
This mixed method explanatory sequential research design is not unusual for studying the
process of healing. Banyard and Williams (2007) employed this method to study how women
recover from childhood sexual abuse. In that study, the quantitative component consisted of
structured interviews, and the qualitative component focused on a subset of the quantitative
sample to further examine survivors’ own narratives about recovery and healing (p. 278). In
contrast to Banyard and Williams (2007), the current study utilized surveys for the quantitative
phase and semi-structured interviews for the qualitative phase (see Creswell, 2014; see Creswell
& Zhang, 2009). Just as Banyard and Williams’ (2007) demonstrated the many facets of
recovery from child sexual abuse, the current study provided more in-depth information about
what promotes healing and ultimately developed a more complete understanding of what victimsurvivors need to help facilitate healing. More recently, this method has been used to examine
the nature of child sexual abuse in Australian Christian institutions (Death, 2013). Death’s
(2013) study consisted of an online survey of 81 survivors and interviews with 15 survivors.
Death’s approach yielded a more-complete understanding of child sexual abuse in institutions as
well as important policy recommendations based on the voices of survivors related to
accountability, service delivery, the dynamics of child sexual abuse, and future research (Death,
2013).
5.1.1

Site Selection
To identify potential participants, the researcher reviewed materials from the United

States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB), spoke with the associate director of the
Secretariat for Child and Youth Protection of the USCCB to identify restorative-justice focused
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programs in the United States, conducted an extensive Internet search of restorative justicefocused websites and programs, and contacted numerous practitioners in the field 36. The
researcher identified as viable sources of participants the Diocese of Arlington and the
Archdiocese of Chicago, both of the Roman Catholic Church. The researcher contacted the
Arlington Diocese and Chicago Archdiocese via e-mail. A victim assistance coordinator from
the Arlington Diocese responded to the researcher, whereas no one from the Chicago
Archdiocese responded (even after multiple follow-up attempts). Following multiple
conversations with the victim assistance coordinator from the Diocese of Arlington and a
presentation by the researcher to the Arlington Diocese Victim Survivor Planning Group, the
Arlington Diocese agreed to allow the researcher access to the Diocese’s clients.
5.1.2

Site Description
In the aftermath of the sexual abuse crisis, the Diocese of Arlington 37 made a concerted

effort to support victim-survivors of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse by offering a variety of

36

Given the limited number of programs identified at the time (i.e., 2013) as actively utilizing restorative justice to
redress harms stemming from clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse, the researcher contacted the following individuals in
connection with the efforts to identify and increase the overall sample size of the study: Janine Geske the cocoordinator of The Healing Circle; Amy Peterson, director of the Office of Pastoral Care and Conciliation for
Capuchin Province of St. Joseph and co-coordinator of The Healing Circle; Linda Harvey, the program director for
the Restorative Justice Council (RJC) on Sexual Misconduct in Faith Communities; Theo Gavrielides, the principal
investigator at the Independent Academic Research Studies (IARS) International Institute; Anne Martin of
FaithCARE; Lisa Rea, founder of Restorative Justice International, who has written about restorative justice and
clergy abuse; Ivo Aertsen, director of KU Leuven Institute of Criminology in Belgium, who is conducting research
in this area; Jennifer Balboni, professor of criminal justice and sociology at Curry College, who has conducted
research in this area; Tom Tharayil, victim assistance coordinator for the Archdioceses of Chicago, Illinois; and
Patricia Mudd, victim assistance coordinator for the Diocese of Arlington, Virginia. Moreover, the researcher
conducted snowball sampling in an attempt to identify additional participants through conversations with the
aforementioned practitioners. No additional participants were identified through these processes.
37
The Diocese of Arlington was founded in 1974 after seceding from the Diocese of Richmond, the only other
diocese in the State of Virginia (Diocese of Arlington, 2014b). As of 2017, the Diocese of Arlington consisted of
70 parishes located in the northern-most counties and cities of Virginia (Diocese of Arlington, 2018a) (see Appendix
B), an increase of two parishes from when the study commenced in 2014 (Diocese of Arlington, 2014a: iv). In 2014,
there were 256 priests and 453,916 registered Catholics in the Diocese, out of a total population of 2,968,486 in the
counties constituting the Diocese of Arlington (Diocese of Arlington, 2014b). As of 2017 (the most recent data
available prior to publication of this study), there were 269 priests and 463,897 registered Catholics in the Diocese
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restorative events, including dedicated masses, prayer services, retreats, and support groups. To
date, the Arlington Diocese has offered 40 masses 38 with more than 3,000 people in total
attendance and 36 prayer services with more than 600 people in total attendance (Diocese of
Arlington, 2018b: 2). Additionally, it has hosted 37 support groups with more than 700 people
in total attendance and nine yearly retreats with more than 200 total people attendance (Diocese
of Arlington, 2018b: 2).
As of early 2019, there have been few reported instances of clergy-perpetrated sexual
abuse originating within the Diocese of Arlington (Diocese of Arlington, 2017; Diocese of
Arlington, 2018b; Diocese of Arlington, 2019). However, a number of the Diocese’s
parishioners are victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse, in large part due to the growth of the
Northern Virginia suburbs and their proximity to Washington, DC. More recently, the Diocese’s
victim-support efforts have been expanded to include all abuse survivors and their family
members. The data for this study were obtained from adults who had participated in restorative
events in the Arlington Diocese.
5.1.3

Sample Criteria
Participants for this study were identified by one of the victim assistance coordinators in

the Arlington Diocese. The coordinator reviewed all program records to identify potential
participants that met the following criteria: (a) adult victim-survivors and their family members
(b) who have attended at least one restorative event (c) in the last three years (d) for whom the
coordinator had contact information. The coordinator identified 51 participants who met these

(Diocese of Arlington, 2018a), out of a total population of 2,989,330 in the counties constituting the Diocese of
Arlington (United States Census Bureau, 2017).
38
The first mass for victim-survivors of sexual abuse was celebrated in June of 2004 (Diocese of Arlington, 2017).
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criteria (13 were victim-survivors of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse, 21 were victim-survivors
of incest and street violence39, and 17 were support persons). Participation was voluntary;
therefore, the study was limited to those willing to cooperate.
5.1.4

Sample Size
To determine the viability of the research from a quantitative perspective, the researcher

estimated the sample size needed to detect significance in the survey responses. With 51 eligible
participants, the researcher sought to survey 42 people, which would have met the minimum
participation threshold of 40 persons needed to achieve 95% confidence with a +/- 5% margin of
error (see Wyse, 2012). Salant and Dillman (1994) found that response rates increase if the
participants believe the benefits of the research outweigh the costs (p. 137). Decker and
colleagues (2011) found perceived benefits in sensitive topic research may include: “the potential
to help others; a sense of increased self-awareness, self-insight, or self-knowledge; a feeling of
relief or clarity from reviewing past events; and a sense that participation may result in societal
changes” (p. 57). Participants reported many of these reasons for contributing to this study.
However, Dillman and his colleagues (2014) found that incentives are the most effective way to
increase response rates. Participants were therefore offered reimbursement for reasonable
expenses incurred in connection with their participation in the study 40.
No sample size estimate was made for the qualitative component. Instead, the researcher
intended to interview as many participants as would participate until data saturation and/or
theoretical data saturation were reached (i.e., when no new information was being added to the

39

As a result of a lack in resources, the victim assistance coordinator declined the researcher’s request to identify
the breakdown between the types of offenders.
40
As all interviews were ultimately conducted over the telephone, no reimbursements were required.
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existing coding categories and/or to emerging themes and theory) (Bazeley, 2013). It is difficult
to predict how many interviews are necessary for saturation. Morse (2000) contends that
saturation depends on a number of factors, including the quality of the data, the scope of the
study, the nature of the topic, the amount of useful information obtained from each participant,
the number of interviews per participant, the use of shadowed data (i.e., reporting on others’
experiences), and the qualitative method and study design used (p. 3). Guest and his colleagues
(2006) found that 12 cases were enough for the development of descriptive categories in a
homogenous group. Strauss and Corbin (1998) suggest 10 interviews are necessary for building
a grounded theory.
5.1.5

Data Collection and Procedures
Given a small sample size was anticipated, a mixed-mode strategy for contacting,

administering, and collecting data was utilized to increase the overall response rate (Dillman et
al. 2009b; Dillman et al., 2014; Heerwegh & Loosveldt, 2008). This approach is important given
the significant differences reported between modes of administration (e.g., on average, e-mailed
surveys have a 20% lower response rate than mailed surveys) (Shih & Fan, 2009). Dillman and
his colleagues (2009b; 2014) have found that administering modes sequentially, as well as giving
participants an option of preferred mode, can potentially increase response rates. These
strategies were utilized in the current study. Moreover, the researcher visited with victimsurvivors and their loved ones in Virginia to introduce the study, answer questions, and address
any concerns prior to the commencement of the research to further increase the overall response
rate (Dillman et al., 2014; Salant & Dillman, 1994).
Mixed-mode surveys allow researchers to take advantage of the strengths of certain
modes to overcome the weakness of others to minimize total survey errors (Dillman et al., 2014:
56

867). This multi-modal strategy was desirable given the ability to improve response rates and
coverage, reduce non-response bias and measurement error, and make it easier for eligible
participants to complete the survey (Dillman et al., 2014). This approach is not without
criticism, however. Depending on the choice of modes, there is an increased potential for social
desirability, acquiescence bias, and measurement error (Dillman et al., 2014). To reduce these
drawbacks, participants were offered a choice in mode of response for the survey, and the format
and wording of questions were similar across survey formats (Dillman et al. 2014).
Data for the quantitative component were collected via a self-administered web-based
survey41 (see Appendix C), a link to which was sent by e-mail. This method was chosen because
it was relatively inexpensive and permitted easy dissemination of the survey to a group of
participants that resided in various locations throughout the State of Virginia (see Appendix B).
This method also reduced the time and labor commitments associated with mailed surveys.
Additionally, the web-based questionnaire offered anonymity, as some participants may have
been hesitant to disclose information regarding healing following victimization. Moreover,
participants were able to complete the survey at their own pace and time, but survey responses
were transmitted immediately to the researcher (versus waiting for responses to be mailed).
Additionally, a web-based questionnaire permits automatic storage of data, thereby reducing data
entry errors (Kraska & Neuman, 2008; Sue & Ritter, 2011). These advantages outweighed the
typical disadvantages associated with Internet questionnaires, such as low response rates,
unequal access to the Internet, anonymity of respondents, technical and technological errors,

41

The survey was hosted by Survey Monkey, which manages secure web-based surveys. The online version of the
survey was available at <http://arlingtonhealing.wordpress.com/>. Although the site is still available, the survey is
no longer accessible.
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inability to clarify questions and/or instructions, and survey abandonment. As described below,
many of these concerns were minimized by the methodological design.
Multiple contacts are an effective means to increase survey response rates (Dillman,
2007; Yu & Cooper, 1983). For that reason, the researcher intended to use a modified version of
Salant and Dillman’s (1994) four stage process 42 (see Appendix D), but only completed the first
stage43. Possible participants were e-mailed a detailed letter that introduced the study and
included a link to the survey and project website and an invitation to an information session with
the researcher about the study44. In November 2015, the researcher met with approximately 15
victim-survivors and/or their loved ones from the Diocese of Arlington. Six hard copy
questionnaires were distributed to prospective participants, at their request. At the meeting, the
researcher also asked that those present share the researcher’s contact information and website
with other eligible persons. The researcher made a similar request when she conducted
interviews with participants. The researcher also asked participants during interviews to
complete a questionnaire, if they had not already done so.

42

Under this method, potential participants are e-mailed a detailed letter that introduces the study, including the link
to the survey and project website. Four to eight days later a reminder is e-mailed to participants. Two weeks after
the survey link is first e-mailed, a final e-mail is sent to participants requesting that they complete the survey. The
researcher modified Salant and Dillman’s (1994) method because its application to web-based surveys and the
optimal sequencing and timing of contacts for web-based survey reminders has not been studied (Dillman, Symth, &
Christian, 2009). Dillman and his colleagues (2009) contend that sequencing and timing of electronic contacts is
dependent upon the nature of the survey and the population.
43
In February 2014, one of the victim assistance coordinators agreed to disseminate mailings and e-mail
communications on behalf of the researcher to prospective participants. In August 2014, the coordinator informed
the researcher that she would be unable to assist with mailings but would communicate with prospective participants
via e-mail on behalf of the researcher. Following IRB approval for the study, the researcher contacted the
coordinator. At that time, the coordinator informed the researcher that she would be unable to send multiple
mailings or e-mails to potential participants (October 2015) because of limited resources and time constraints.
Lauritsen and Archakova (2008) found in their review of issues in victimology studies that victim service agencies
are often understaffed and overburdened, making participant recruitment difficult. As the researcher could not
contact any potential participants without the assistance of the coordinator, the researcher was only able to send one,
rather than four letters to participants.
44
The researcher developed a website to facilitate communication between the participants and the researcher. It is
available at <http://arlingtonhealing.wordpress.com/>.
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The victim assistance coordinators contact victim-survivors and their loved ones
primarily via e-mail to notify them of upcoming events within the Diocese. Although this
implies some understanding and knowledge of computers and the Internet, the researcher
recognizes that Internet usage is not yet ubiquitous. Therefore, to minimize concerns regarding
familiarity and access to computers and the Internet, a printed version of the survey and pre-paid
postage envelopes for returning the survey were available. One participant completed a survey
in this manner45. Additionally, participants were offered the additional choices of telephone and
in-person surveys, but no participants opted for these methods.
Two options are generally employed for monitoring and controlling submissions online:
(1) cataloguing Internet Protocol (IP) addresses, and (2) placing cookies on a participant’s
computer (Sue & Ritter, 2011). Neither option was deemed practical for this research, as
numerous participants were known to reside in the same household and may have used the same
IP address and computer to complete the questionnaire. There is the risk that one participant
could have completed the survey more than once, but each of the four participants that completed
the survey online confirmed that she did so only once.
Technical glitches on the part of the researcher or the participants were also a concern.
Additionally, web-based surveys do not offer the ability to clarify questions and/or instructions.
To reduce these concerns, the researcher built a project website 46 to support the study and
provide information to participants. The website allowed users to post questions to the
researcher privately as well as anonymously. The website has a dedicated area where technical

45

As discussed further below, there were only four survey respondents; with 25% of surveys being conducted by
mail, it is clear that this mixed-mode offering positively impacted the response rate (Yammarino, Skinner, Childers,
1991).
46
<http://arlingtonhealing.wordpress.com/>
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solutions or clarifications can be posted for all visitors to see, but the researcher was not made
aware of any technical issues or needed clarifications. Additionally, a focus group reviewed the
study materials and pre-tested them to help ensure clarity of all data collection materials and
procedures prior to the start of data collection (see 5.1.10.1 Quantitative Component of Criteria
Measures and Instruments).
To further control the submissions, the survey did not permit participants to pause and
return to the survey at a later time47. However, research shows that most people complete webbased surveys in one session (Dillman et al., 2009). A progress bar was included on the survey
to reduce survey abandonment. Additionally, as mentioned above, a focus group (see 5.1.10.1
Quantitative Component of Criteria Measures and Instruments) pre-tested the survey to ensure
that it included only pertinent questions. Records indicate that it took on average 23 minutes for
the four participants to complete the questionnaire. The minimum time to complete the survey
was 12 minutes, and the maximum was 36 minutes.
At the end of the questionnaire, participants were asked to participate in an in-depth
interview. At that time, interested participants were redirected to the main page of the project
website, which contained a link to contact the researcher via e-mail, and required the visitor’s
name, e-mail address, and telephone number, and the preferred contact time. Interview subjects
were thus recruited from survey participants and also from those participants who independently
visited the website to express interest, perhaps based on site visits and the initial e-mail from the
victim assistance coordinators. Eleven prospective interviewees contacted the researcher to
express interest in participating in interviews. The researcher reached out to each interested

47

This functionality requires obtaining and tracking e-mail addresses or placing cookies on participants’ computers,
which as noted above, was not practical given multiple users were known to share computers available to complete
the survey (SurveyMonkey Help Center, 2014).
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participant to schedule an interview. A minimum of three telephone calls were placed to each
participant at the time indicated, as well as twice at alternate times. Additionally, the researcher
sent a minimum of three e-mails to each interested participant to coordinate an interview. In
many instances, more than three e-mails were exchanged in an attempt to schedule interviews at
a convenient time for both parties. As noted below, nine participants agreed to be interviewed
for this study.
Each participant agreed to have her interview tape-recorded, which was desired to assure
accuracy. The researcher believes that interviewee transcription review (ITR) can confirm that a
transcription represents a complete and accurate reflection of the interview (Hagens, Dobrow, &
Chafe, 2009), so participants were given the opportunity to review, correct, clarify, and redact
information contained in the transcriptions (Poland, 1995) (see Appendix E). Although data can
be lost by providing participants such control (Hagens et al., 2009), the researcher believes that
this not only safeguarded research ethics but also empowered participants (Mero-Jaffe, 2011;
Payne, Field, Rolls, Hawker, & Kerr, 2007). Ultimately, only one participant utilized the ITR.
In addition to recording the interviews, the researcher also took hand-written notes on interview
protocol sheets and immediately transcribed them (see Appendix F). The researcher then
prepared reflective notes on her thoughts and impressions of the interview (Creswell, 2003).
Telephone, as opposed to in-person, interviews were intended to be the primary interview
method given their flexibility, convenience, and cost effectiveness. This would theoretically
allow the researcher to interview the participant at an optimal time, during which there would be
no disturbances. Interviews were scheduled during the day, evenings, and weekends. The
above-noted advantages were thought to outweigh disadvantages associated with telephone
interviews, such as difficulty developing a rapport and “reaching” participants and the inability
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to interpret non-verbal expressions and gestures (Kraska & Neuman, 2008). One participant
expressed interest in an in-person interview and arrangements were made for the researcher to
travel to Arlington, Virginia. However, the participant cancelled the interview because of an
unexpected change in circumstances and ultimately decided to participate in a telephone
interview.
5.1.6

Response Rate
Despite the methodological design and the researcher’s efforts, the response rate for the

study was low (see 5.1.5. Data Collection and Procedure). Five victim-survivors 48 completed the
survey49 and nine participants were interviewed 50. The researcher recognizes that the low sample
size will limit the generalizability of the findings. This research is nonetheless valuable given
the novelty and scarcity of restorative programs for clergy abuse survivors. To mitigate the
impact of the low survey response rate,51 the researcher incorporated the results of the
quantitative component of the study into the qualitative findings. The researcher was satisfied
with the nine interviews, as the same codes and themes were emerging in the final three
participant narratives. The researcher is also confident that the findings of this study are

48

Although the researcher desired to include secondary victims in the study, no secondary victims volunteered to
participate. As noted above, victim assistance coordinators for the Diocese of Arlington identified 17 secondary
victims from their client list, e-mailed them along with the others an information packet, which included study
documents and the study website. The victim assistance coordinators also invited their clients to attend an in-person
information session led by the researcher. No secondary victims contacted the researcher following these actions.
Due to time and resource constraints, the victim assistance coordinators were unable to send reminder e-mails about
the study (see 5.1.5. Data Collection and Procedures). Therefore, the researcher asked participants during interviews
to share the researcher’s contact information and study website to any secondary victims that might be interested in
contributing to the study. No secondary victims were identified through this method.
49
The five participants who completed the survey were also interviewed in connection with this study.
50
The researcher initially identified 11 potential participants. One prospective participant decided against
participating in the research and another stopped responding to e-mails and telephone calls.
51
Attaining a sample size of at least 40 was important to reduce potential non-response bias, illustrate the overall
quality of the survey, and ensure that the results were not misleading (Dillman et al., 2014; Hox & DeLeeuw, 1994;
Shih & Fan, 2008).
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meaningful, despite the low response rate, as data and theoretical saturation were achieved.
Further support can be found in prior research on the suggested number of interviews needed for
descriptive categories and building theory52 (Guest et al., 2006; Morse, 2000; Strauss & Corbin,
1998).
Although small samples make generalizing the results difficult, research on small
samples can be quite meaningful (Kraska & Neuman, 2008). Use of a non-probability
convenience sample, such as the one used in this study, is common for specialized populations,
such as prostitutes and their customers, drug addicts, sex offenders, and people who work with
sex offenders (Greineder, 2013; Hulme & Middleton, 2013; Kraska & Neuman, 2008; Linton,
Kennedy, Latkin, Celentano, Kirk, & Mehta, 2013; Morse, Simon, Balson, & Osofky, 1992;
Porter & Bonilla, 2010). Moreover, the findings from the convenience sample in this study can
allow for more sophisticated research designs in the future (Banyard & Williams, 2007;
Creswell, 2014)53.
Crouch and McKenzie (2006) identified the increased use of small sample sizes (less than
20) in qualitative research. The depth of information that can be obtained from a sample, they
argue, can be used to justify the small sample (Crouch & McKenzie, 2006). Indeed, Keenan
(2012) interviewed nine clergy members in her seminal work on child sexual abuse in the
Catholic Church of Ireland. Similarly, Isley and his colleagues (2008) also interviewed nine
male survivors of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse and made meaningful conclusions. Based on
the foregoing, the researcher is confident in the results of the study.

52
53

See 5.1.4 Sample Size.
This is discussed in more detail in 5.2.1.3 Quantitative Analysis.
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5.1.7

Sample Description
Between December 4, 2015, and March 30, 2016, nine victim-survivors were interviewed

for this study – eight females and one male 54. The research shows that females are more at risk
for sexual victimization compared to males (Bagley & King, 1990; Bolen & Scannapieco, 1999;
Levenson & D’Amora, 2007; MacMillan et al., 1997; Spinazzola, Ford, & Zucker, 2005; Terry,
2012)55. However, males are more likely to be abused by Catholic clergy compared to females
(John Jay Research Team, 2004, 2006). The fact that females are highly represented in this
study is encouraging, as women are largely overlooked in research on clergy-perpetrated sexual
abuse (Easton, Leone-Sheehan, & O’Leary, 2019; Flynn, 2008; McGraw et al., 2019). The
average age of the participants at the time of their participation was 49 years old, with the
youngest being 26 years old and the oldest 75 years old. Nearly all of the participants were
White. The majority of the participants were from devout Catholic families and attended church
at least once a week as children (n=7). This corroborates extant research on the religiosity of
clergy-abuse victims (Benkert & Doyle, 2009; Bera, 1995; Doyle, 2003; Isley, 1996). As adults,
many participants continued to attend Church regularly (n=8).
Eight participants were victims of child sexual abuse, and five participants were victims
of sexual violence as young adults56. Only three participants disclosed the abuse soon after it
occurred; the remainder of the participants waited many years, in some cases, decades, to
disclose. Research has found that the length of delay depends on the victim-offender
relationship, severity of the abuse, cognitive and developmental variables, fear of negative
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To protect the male participant’s anonymity, he is referred to as female and certain experiences have been altered
(to the minimum extent necessary).
55
Importantly, sexual victimization is the most underreported crime (Hart & Rennison, 2003).
56
The total equals more than nine due to multiple victimization, which is discussed later in this section.
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consequences, and the gender of the victim (Terry, 2012: 22). Extant research also shows that
the majority of victims wait more than eight years to report child sexual abuse (Smith,
Letourneau, & Saunders, 2000). However, disclosure often occurs decades later for survivors of
clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse (John Jay Research Team, 2004). Participants described
sophisticated and effective manipulation by abusers to keep the participants’ silent. Participants,
collectively, were emotionally manipulated into having sex, blamed for the abusive actions of
others, and convinced that they would not be believed if they reported the abuse. They were also
told that they deserved the abuse; that they would be punished for being complicit in the abuse;
that their parents would be killed, or their siblings also abused, if they reported the abuse; and
that God did not love them, could not love them, and would never love them. It is not surprising
that most of the participants did not immediately disclose the abuse. It was particularly
confusing for participants where the abuser was a priest, the “alter-Christ,” who participants
were taught to trust and obey (see Guido, 2008). Moreover, most participants did not understand
that what occurred was sexual abuse until much later when in therapy and/or counseling.
It takes great courage and strength for participants to disclose the abuse. The response
they received upon disclosure was important to their healing trajectory. Those participants who
had more immediate support reported swifter progress in their healing journey compared to
participants who had little-to-no support. Moreover, participants reported surrounding
themselves with more supportive individuals as they progressed in their healing. The support of
family, friends, and community greatly contributed to the participants’ overall well-being. Five
participants found that involvement in the criminal justice system and/or Church proceedings
hindered the healing process57. The duration of abuse varied among the participants, as did the
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This finding is discussed in more detail in 6.6.2 The Criminal Justice System and 6.6.3 Church Proceedings.
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number of particular instances of sexual abuse and violence 58. However, as one participant aptly
noted, it does not matter whether you are abused once or many times, your world is shattered.
Seven of the nine participants had multiple abusers, with one participant reporting seven
abusers. Previous literature has shown a link between child sexual abuse and revictimization
(see Filipas & Ullman, 2006). Tjaden & Thoennes (2006) also found that women who had been
raped were two times more likely to be revictimized. The relationship between the participants
and their abusers varied but reflected the research, in that the majority of participants were
victimized by someone they knew (Greenfeld, 1997; Kilpatrick, Saunders, & Smith, 2003; Lieb,
Quinsey, & Berliner, 1998). The relationship breakdown is as follows: five participants were
victimized by clergy members; five participants were survivors of incest; and nine participants
were victimized by non-family/non-clergy members, including law enforcement officers,
doctors, teachers, maintenance workers, camp counselors, acquaintances, strangers, and
members of a fanatical religious organization.
Participants experienced a range of psychological, emotional, and behavioral problems
stemming from the abuse. These included post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, anxiety,
suicidal ideations, anger, resentment, low self-esteem, shame, self-blame, distrust of others,
disordered eating, substance abuse, self-destructive behavior, sexual issues, insomnia,
nightmares, and strained relationships with loved ones. These reactions and feelings are well
documented in the literature (Briere & Elliott, 1994; Finkelhor, 2008; Flynn, 2008; Isley et al.,
2008; Kiser et al., 1991; Lundberg-Love, 1999; Strang, 2002). Most participants found that the
restorative programming offered by the Arlington Diocese alleviated some problems caused by
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Dates for each instance of abuse were not clearly defined among all participants. Therefore, more precise
accounting is not available.
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the abuse (n=6). One participant found the programming very much helped to minimize
problems that she experienced. Two participants felt that it made the problems worse.
Nevertheless, eight participants found the process useful and would recommend restorative
events to other victim-survivors with similar experiences.
Collectively, all nine of the participants attended all types of events offered by the
Diocese of Arlington (i.e., dedicated masses, prayer services, retreats, support group meetings,
and meetings with the Bishop). The most commonly attended events were the retreats and
support group meetings. On average, each participant attended 13 restorative events 59.
Participants gave multiple reasons 60 for wanting to attend restorative events. The leading reasons
were to: express one’s viewpoints and feelings; remove feelings of shame and self-blame; and
prevent future victimization (n=7 for each). The next most common reasons cited were to: have
some questions answered; assist others in coming forward; and move along the healing process
(n=5 for each). Although the following reasons were not as common, they were important:
participants were asked to attend; wanted to attend; wanted to be repaid for the experienced
harm; wanted the Church to be held accountable; wanted God to be a part of healing; and wanted
the Church to assist with healing (n=1 for each). These results highlight the importance of
account-making or storytelling61 that is well-documented in the literature (Johnstone, 1999; Kay,
2006; Miller, 2011), as well as the prevalence of altruistic concerns among victim-survivors 62
(Berg, 2017; Courtin, 2015; Shapland, Robinson, & Sorsby, 2011; Van Camp, 2011).
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This number is based on four survey responses. The other five participants attended multiple restorative events;
however, they did not quantify the number of events attended.
60
These findings were collected from all nine participants via survey or interview.
61
See 6.1. Account-making or Storytelling.
62
See 6.1. Account-making or Storytelling.
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5.1.8

Ethical Considerations
Every precaution was taken to ensure that participants were protected. Participants were

informed prior to filling out the questionnaire and participating in the interview the purpose of
the research study (see Appendix G). They were also reminded that their participation was
voluntary and that they could refuse to participate at any point in time. The researcher did not
ask specific questions about the abuse or other violence, but rather focused on the general impact
that the crime had on the participant’s life, his or her experiences with restorative events, and the
impact of these events on healing. Participants were also asked to provide information as to how
the restorative events influenced their healing. Although the researcher expected the risk
associated with participation in the study to be no greater than the risk participants would
encounter in their daily lives or in routine psychological examinations (John Jay College of
Criminal Justice, 2002), numerous measures were implemented to ensure the emotional safety of
participants.
First, at the request of a victim assistance coordinator at the Arlington Diocese, the
researcher suggested that participants speak with a therapist or counselor before participating in
the study. The Diocese offered to refer interested participants to a local therapist or counselor, if
requested. The materials provided to the participants by the researcher also included contact
information for a 24-hour national abuse hotline that specializes in sexual abuse in case any
participant became upset while participating in the research 63. Additionally, the researcher had
been previously trained as a rape crisis counselor in the State of New York and monitored each
participant’s affective state throughout the interviews (see Appendix H). No participants
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The Rape, Abuse, and Incest National Network (RAINN) operates a free and confidential hotline (1-800-6564673) that includes services such as immediate support for victim-survivors regardless of when the abuse occurred,
information about recovery from sexual abuse, and referrals to local resources.
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experienced distress or were unduly upset during the interviews. Had they been, the researcher
would have paused or discontinued the interviews. Moreover, all materials related to the study
were reviewed by the Institutional Review Board to ensure participants were protected and not
harmed in any manner as a result of the research (see Appendix I). Furthermore, the researcher
completed the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) modules to further ensure the
safety of participants (see Appendix J).
The research adhered to strict procedures regarding privacy and confidentiality. Surveys
were distributed and collected confidentially. The names and contact information of participants
were provided voluntarily by the participants directly to the researcher. Those wishing to
participate in an interview were assigned a random number so that no personal information could
be linked to individual narratives64. The researcher was the only person who had access to the
list of names and number assignments. This information will be destroyed immediately
following the completion of the study. Furthermore, the researcher transcribed all interviews to
protect the confidentiality of participants. All information learned and collected from this study
will remain confidential and has been and will be stored on an encrypted flash drive in the
researcher’s home office in a locked safe to which only the researcher has access. The computer
on which the data were analyzed was also password protected. No names were revealed in the
research, as reporting and conclusions are in aggregate form. All records will be destroyed three
years following the completion of the study, except for interview transcriptions and related
reflective notes, which may be used for academic publications. Any information retained will
remain confidential and comply with the aforementioned confidentiality policy.
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The researcher used an Internet-based random number generator to generate participant identifiers. The identifiers
used in this study were: 8, 10, 12, 18, 30, 33, 42, 64, and 72.
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The current study also placed the researcher at risk for vicarious trauma (Campbell &
Wasco, 2005). Specifically, exposure to acute and chronic trauma and grief may have had
negative effects on her physical and psychological health (Daanne, 2009b). Although the
researcher had training and experience working with victim-survivors of sexual abuse, the
emotionally charged interviews affected the researcher. There were times when the researcher
vicariously experienced deep sadness, pain, disappointment, and frustration. Support was sought
and minimized the impact: The researcher talked with others in general terms about feelings
related to the research and actively engaged in social and recreational activities for self-care (see
Wasco, Campbell, & Clark, 2002). According to Hubbard, Backett-Milburn, and Kemmer
(2001), embracing the emotional impact of qualitative research can provide a deeper
understanding of and appreciation for the topic being studied. In this case, the researcher’s
empathy provided a more intimate understanding of the complexity of the healing process.
5.1.9

Operationalization of Key Concepts
Restorative justice is not easily defined. Scholars have described it in terms of process,

outcome, and values, or some combination of these (Braithwaite, 2003; Crawford & Newburn,
2003; Johnstone, 2002; see Roche 2002; von Hirschi, Ashwork, & Shearing, 2003). For the
purposes of this study restorative justice was defined as repairing the harm caused by crime
through a cooperative process that involves encounters among affected parties. This can lead to
transformation of people, relationships, and communities (adapted from Van Ness, 2009; Van
Ness & Strong, 2010; Zehr, 1990).
Sexual abuse of a minor was defined as per the Charter for the Protection of Children
and Young People as including contacts or interactions between an individual under the age of
eighteen (a minor) and an adult, where the minor is being used as an object of sexual
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gratification for the adult. A minor was considered abused regardless of whether the activity
involved explicit force, genital or physical contact, or a discernible harmful outcome, and
regardless of who initiated the contact. (USCCB, 2002).
Healing was conceptualized as the “transformation toward meaning, wholeness,
connectedness, and balance” (Katz & St. Denis, 1991: 24). Based on extant research, four
mechanisms were identified that foster healing in a restorative event: account-making or
storytelling; apology; forgiveness; and procedural justice.
Account-making was defined as the verbalization of one’s life narrative, including the
crime and the impact it has on one’s life (Doak, 2011). Account-making may be influenced by
whether the affected parties are given the opportunity to meet the other parties in a safe
environment (i.e., emotionally and physically) to communicate with one another the offense,
harms, and appropriate responses.
Apology was defined as a tacit acknowledgement of the legitimacy of the violated rule or
social norm, an admission of full fault and responsibility, and an expression of regret and
remorse for having caused the harm in question (Tavuchis, 1991).
Forgiveness was defined as the “letting go of the power that the offense and the offender
have over the person while not excusing or condoning the behavior” (Zehr, 1990: 67). The
concept of forgiveness is complex. It involves the release of negative emotions, such as anger,
resentment, and fear (Tylim, 2005; Zehr, 1990). Because forgiveness is a process, the
aforementioned definition captured not only perceived feelings, but also performative actions
that may generate feelings and emotions of forgiveness over time (e.g., a handshake, hug, or nod
of the head) (Dzur & Wertheimer, 2002).
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Procedural justice refers to the procedures and decisions used to decide an outcome
(Lind & Tyler, 1998). In other words, it has to do with how fairly participants feel they have
been treated and whether their needs were met. Tyler (1990) outlined five elements of
procedural justice: impartiality, ethicality, lack of bias, correctability, and control. The
researcher has further incorporated certain select values (i.e., respect, reintegration, and
collaboration) that underpin restorative justice to complement Tyler’s (1990) facets of procedural
justice, together which form the foundation of the definition for this research of procedural
justice.
5.1.10 Criterion Measures and Instruments
5.1.10.1 Quantitative Component
Healing is not easily observable or measured (Braithwaite, 1999; Scheff, 1998). An oftused method for assessing healing is through self-report survey items (Presser & Van Voorhis,
2002). Many of the questions that were asked in this study were tested by other researchers on
victims of sexual crimes who participated in restorative events (Shapland, Robinson, & Sorsby,
2011; Strang, 2002; Umbreit & Bradshaw, 2000). Slight modifications were made to several
questions to better fit the current research study. Additionally, demographic information was
asked as well as several background and evaluative questions to provide information regarding
the differential impact of healing on participants (see Appendix C).
Three victim-survivors were asked to review the survey and provide feedback regarding
the questions and proper functioning of the technical elements of the survey (Sue & Ritter, 2011:
1606). The results of the focus group were used to refine the data collection instruments and
data collection techniques, so as not to jeopardize the final results (Kraska & Neuman, 2008).
Specifically, the survey was amended to allow for multiple abuser scenarios, and victim-focused
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terminology was added to the questionnaire (e.g., the term “abuse” was used instead of “crime”
and “abuser” instead of “offender”).
Four elements were hypothesized to contribute to healing among victims of clergyperpetrated sexual abuse: account-making, apology, forgiveness, and procedural justice. Each
element was modeled so that the researcher could identify any variances among participants and
draw conclusions about the overall explanatory power of restorative events as they relate to
healing (see Appendix K).
Account-making was measured by a series of 13 questions related to communication and
safety. Participants were asked to answer on a 5-point Likert scale the degree to which they
agreed with the following: (1) I was able to say what I wanted to say. (2) I was able to express
my viewpoint and the impact of the abuse on my life. (3) I felt that others listened to me. (4) I
listened to others and understood them. (5) Everyone had a chance to speak. (6) Everyone had
ample opportunity to speak. (7) I felt emotionally safe. (8) I felt physically safe. (9) I had
sufficient time to prepare what I wanted to say. (10) The coordinator prepared me for the
restorative event. (11) I knew the format of the event before it started. (12) The event ran
smoothly. (13) All necessary parties were included in the event.
There were also 22 statements measuring apology and its components of
acknowledgement of harms, responsibility, and expression of remorse and regret. Participants
indicated their level of agreement with the following statements using a 5-point Likert scale: (1)
The abuser admitted wrongdoing. (2) The Church admitted wrongdoing. (3) The abuser took full
responsibility for the abuse. (4) The Church took full responsibility for the abuse. (5) The abuser
apologized. (5a) If so, the apology was genuine. (6) A Church representative apologized. (6a) If
so, the apology was genuine. (7) I have an understanding of the impact the abuse had on others
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involved. (8) During the event, the abuser showed an understanding of the real personal impact
the abuse upon my life. (9) During the event, the Church representative showed an understanding
of the real personal impact of the abuse upon my life. (10) The abuser expressed remorse. (11)
The Church representative expressed remorse. (12) The abuser displayed empathy. (13) The
Church representative displayed empathy. (14) Others understood the harm I feel. (15) The
abuser felt bad about the harms caused. (16) The Church representative felt bad about the harms
caused. (17) The abuser felt ashamed of the actions. (18) The Church representative felt
ashamed of the actions. (19) The abuser had an attitude of wanting to make amends and repair
harm to the extent possible. (20) The Church representative had an attitude of wanting to make
amends and repair harm to the extent possible. (21) Meeting the abuser face-to-face was helpful.
(22) Meeting the Church representative face-to-face was helpful.
The following six statements measured forgiveness. Participants were asked to indicate
their level of agreement using a 5-point Likert scale with the following statements: (1) I received
answers to questions I had. (2) I released negative emotions (e.g., anger, bitterness, resentment,
etc.) during the event. (3) I would harm the person responsible for the abuse if I had the chance.
(4) I would harm the Church or person(s) responsible for the abuse if I had the chance. (5) I
made an expressive statement of forgiveness. (6) A degree of acceptance was evidenced through
gestures (e.g., a handshake, head nod, hug, or signed restorative agreement).
Procedural justice and its components of impartiality, ethicality, lack of bias,
correctability, and control were measured using a 5-point Likert scale that rates participants’
level of agreement with the following 23 statements: (1) All parties got a fair chance to present
facts. (2) The restorative event was fair to me. (3) The restorative event was fair to others. (4) I
am satisfied with the outcome of the event. (5) The outcome was fair. (6) Even though I disagree
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with the outcome, I would regard the outcome as fair. (7) I was treated with respect. (8) Others
were treated with respect. (9) I felt included in the process. (10) There was a labeling of parties
involved. (11) I felt the event respected my rights. (12) There was a reintegrative ceremony (e.g.,
eating or socializing during the event). (13) I feel as though I was given a means and opportunity
to rejoin the community. (14) I influenced the results/outcome (e.g., material & symbolic
reparations) of the event. (15) My needs were addressed. (16) Other parties were responsive to
my needs. (17) My participation was voluntary. (18) I had a say in who was invited to the event.
(19) I had control over the way things were run in the event. (20) I felt that I shaped the
discussion. (21) I understood what was going on. (22) I felt pushed around by people with more
power. (23) I felt coerced into accepting an outcome I did not agree with.
The Likert scale is the most widely used type of attitudinal scale in the social sciences,
measuring the intensity of attitudes and beliefs (Vogt, 1999: 160). However, Likert scale
questions may raise concerns related to reliability and validity of the results. First, participants
may avoid extreme categories (e.g., strongly agree), preferring instead to choose categories in the
middle, the occurrence of which is known as central tendency bias. The researcher tried to avoid
central tendency bias by varying the format of the survey to keep the participants interested.
Second, social desirability bias may occur when the participants want to portray themselves in
the best light, particularly when sensitive topics are examined. By using multiple measures of
the same concept, the researcher hoped to reduce this concern. Third, acquiescence bias may
occur when participants merely agree with statements presented. This bias was addressed by
including prompts that were both negative and positive, hopefully keeping participants engaged
(Holbrook, 2008).
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5.1.10.2 Qualitative Component
“Qualitative research is emergent rather than tightly configured” (Creswell, 2003: 181).
Therefore, the interview protocol was broadly configured to allow participants the opportunity to
express issues most relevant to them related to restorative events and clergy-perpetrated sexual
abuse. Still, key research questions were addressed and suggested probes were explored
(Appendix E). These semi-structured interviews contained generally open-ended questions that
allowed the researcher to capture the participants’ perspectives in their own words (National
Science Foundation, 1997). The goal was to derive rich detailed material that formed the basis
of later analysis (Lofland & Lofland, 1995). An in-depth interview is particularly appropriate
when dealing with sensitive and complex subject matters, such as clergy-perpetrated sexual
abuse (National Science Foundation, 1997).
The design of the Interview Protocol was based on (1) the protocol developed by Balboni
(2011) for her work with victim-survivors of clergy abuse involved in litigation and (2)
suggestions for interviews developed by Patton (1990). The following five topics were discussed
with participants: (1) early childhood experiences and the impact of the abuse on their lives; (2)
expectations for the restorative event; (3) the look and feel of restorative experiences; (4) the
most salient features of restorative events; and (5) what changes, if any, the participants
perceived in themselves as a result of their involvement in the restorative events. The level of
detail within each of these topics varied among participants, as the information participants felt
relevant to share with the researcher differed from participant to participant. Additional lines of
inquiry also emerged from the conversations related to the participants’ healing process, which is
common in semi-structured interviews (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006).
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Three victim-survivors were asked to review the Interview Protocol to determine whether
the design would elicit and generate analyzable data relevant to the stated research purpose
(Bazeley, 2013). The reviewers’ comments were incorporated into the final instrument.
Specifically, questions that required participants to draw on memories of abuse were contained to
one section and chronologically discussed to reduce anxiety that may have arisen in participants.
Additionally, victim-focused terminology was incorporated into the Interview Protocol (e.g., the
term “abuse” instead of “crime” was used and “abuser” instead of “offender”). Regular breaks
and check-ins with participants were also built into the Interview Protocol in an effort to make
participants more comfortable.
5.2
5.2.1

Analytical Plan
Quantitative Component

5.2.1.1 Dependent Variables65
There were five dependent variables for each category of victim 66 and victims overall –
healing and four hypothesized aspects of healing: account-making, apology, forgiveness, and
procedural justice. The researcher postulated that the variable healing comprised 64 items that
measured this latent trait. Such a large number of items helped to ensure that a full range of
possible meanings of “healing” were explored. However, many of these items may be highly
interrelated, presenting difficulty for analyses. Therefore, a factor analysis was expected to be
conducted to confirm whether these 64 items indeed measured the concept of healing.
Furthermore, it was anticipated that this data reduction technique would identify a smaller set of
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Factor analyses and the creation of summated rating scales were not performed given the low response rate to the
survey.
66
As noted earlier, no secondary victims participated in this study.
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concepts to describe the phenomenon of healing, making analyses more manageable. Those
items with large eigenvalues were expected to be retained and used for analyses.
Factor analyses was also expected to be conducted on the four identified aspects of
healing (account-making, apology, forgiveness, and procedural justice) to confirm the results of
the factor analysis noted in the previous paragraph. Thirteen items were expected to measure the
concept of account-making; 22 items were expected to measure apology; six items were
expected to measure forgiveness; and 23 items were expected to measure procedural justice (See
Appendix K for a list of all such items). It was hypothesized that there would be high correlation
among the items within each of the above concepts, thereby identifying the clusters of variables
that measure each of the four aspects of healing. As with the variable healing, all items that were
shown to measure a specific facet of healing were intended to be retained and used for analyses.
Scales are often employed to measure ordinal variables, and they specifically map, plot,
and translate characteristics of objects into numbers (Vogt, 1999). Total scores on the healing
measurement index could range from 0 (representing those who did not answer any of the
questions) to 384 (representing those answering questions with the most agreement, i.e., 64 x 6).
These scores from all participants were expected to then be added to create a summated rating
scale. The scale implicitly assumed that there was an underlying trait (i.e., healing) that was a
continuous variable. It was hypothesized that a higher score would correlate with higher levels
of participant healing. Data analysis was expected to be based on the composite score from the
scale. The previous method of factor analysis was intended to be applied to create the four
additional continuous variables (account-making, apology, forgiveness, and procedural justice),
which were hypothesized to be specific elements of healing. Analysis was expected to be
conducted for each dependent variable separately to determine if independent variables had
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different effects on healing and the various aspects of healing.
5.2.1.2 Independent Variables
Research has indicated that various structural, personal, and contextual variables may
have differential effects on the healing of victim-survivors. This study focused on ten predictor
variables that were particularly relevant to sexual abuse within the Catholic Church: (1) level of
engagement in restorative events; (2) gender of the victim-survivor; (3) time gap of disclosure;
(4) level of support at time of disclosure; (5) level of support at the time of participation in the
current study; (6) religiosity at the time of the abuse; (7) religiosity at the time of participation;
(8) involvement in litigation; (9) the amount of preparation prior to the restorative event; and
(10) the type of abuse experienced.
Engagement in restorative events was a continuous variable that was reported as a
numerical value based on the number of events a participant attended. Gender of the victimsurvivor was a nominal dichotomous variable and coded as 0 = male and 1 = female. The time
gap of disclosure was a continuous variable reported in years that was expected to be created and
coded by calculating the difference between the year the abuse began and the year the abuse was
reported67. The level of support at the time of disclosure and at the time of participation was
grouped based on the responses and coded into a categorical variable from 0 to x, depending on
the number of categories generated from the responses. Religiosity at the time of the abuse and
at the time of participation was an ordinal variable coded 0 to 5, corresponding to never
attending mass to attending more than once a week. Involvement in litigation was a nominal
dichotomous variable and was coded as 0 = yes and 1 = no. Where applicable, satisfaction with
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Dates for each instance of abuse were not clearly defined among all participants. Therefore, more precise analysis
related to disclosure was not possible.
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litigation was an ordinal variable coded from 0 to 4, reflecting very dissatisfied to very satisfied.
Preparation was a continuous variable that was expected to be created by forming an index
composed of three items (i.e., I had sufficient time to prepare what I wanted to say; The
coordinator prepared me for the restorative; and I knew the format of the event before it
started)68. Total scores on the index for preparation could have ranged from 0 (no questions
answered) to 36 (all three questions answered with total agreement). The final variable, type of
abuse, was a categorical variable that was coded from 0 to 4, corresponding to (0) survivor of
clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse, (1) survivor of incest, (2) survivor of sexual abuse by
non/family member/non-clergy, (3) survivor of other, and (4) support person.
5.2.1.3 Statistical Analyses
Although it was anticipated that the study would have a small sample, the intention of the
study was to obtain 42 completed surveys to gain statistical significance where meaningful
conclusions could be drawn (see 5.1.34 Sample Size). However, the researcher was unable to
attain that number. Only five victim-survivors completed the questionnaire. Section 5.1.5 Data
Collection and Procedures discusses the researcher’s difficulties with data collection and the
researcher’s efforts to increase the response rate. Although not ideal, the results of the survey
were still useful on many levels. The researcher learned a great deal about this method of
inquiry. Specifically, sexual abuse and the healing process are complex and not easily captured
in a survey. Indeed, one participant who provided an interview explained her preference not to
complete the survey since she had multiple abusers and felt the survey could not adequately
capture her experience with healing. Section A of the survey did allow for noting multiple
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Given the low survey response rate this variable was not created.
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abusers, but Section B (the elements related to restorative events) did not allow for
differentiation between various abusers and differing healing experiences. Future research on
this topic may consider having participants fill out a complete survey for each abuser.
Another participant found some questions irrelevant and distracting, particularly
questions related to preparation, impartiality of procedural justice (see Appendix K) and
references to outcomes. This participant’s confusion may be in part due to the fact that the
programs in Arlington are what some researchers refer to as “partially restorative,” where events
only include the victim and not the offender and other affected parties 69 (McCold, 2000; McCold
& Wachtel, 2002; Miller, 2011). Additionally, these events do not include a formal agreement
for redress at the end of the events, which may have caused participant confusion regarding
questions related to outcomes.
The ethicality and lack of bias elements of procedural justice were particularly strong in
the survey responses, whereas voice/process control was particularly strong in interviews. This
may be due to the format of the questions. This feedback regarding confusion and the response
patterns to elements of procedural justice provide the researcher and other scholars an
opportunity to refine questions and data collection methods for future use that better capture the
phenomenon of healing. Because the researcher was unable to perform statistical analyses on the
survey data, the results have been incorporated into the qualitative results. Appendix L outlines
the intended statistical analysis as a reference for future research on this topic.
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The label “partially restorative” should not be taken to mean that such programs are not as beneficial as fully
restorative programming or mostly restorative programs. Indeed, partially restorative events have been shown to be
valuable to those who participate (Walker, 2013).
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5.2.2

Qualitative Component
Data analysis for qualitative research is an ongoing process that requires regular

reflection on the data (Creswell, 2003). Miles and Huberman (1994) describe data analysis as an
investigative practice where the researcher gradually makes sense of a social phenomenon by
contrasting, comparing, replicating, cataloguing, and classifying the data. This practice produces
a set of patterns and themes that can then be used to help infer meaning about the social
phenomenon. Ultimately, the intent of qualitative research is to develop a holistic understanding
of an event from the participants’ perspective based on their experiences (Creswell, 2003; Locke,
Spirduso, & Silverman, 2007).
This study’s data analysis drew on the principles of grounded theory initially developed
by Glaser and Strauss (1967), which allowed the researcher to prioritize and honor participants’
voices (see Saldana, 2016). Grounded theory is an inductive method that seeks to create theory
based on data, rather than preconceived ideas. In grounded theory, issues of importance emerge
from the accounts relayed by participants to a researcher about a given topic. That is not to say
that provisional codes should not be examined 70. For this study, based on the literature review,
the researcher hypothesized that account-making or storytelling, an apology, forgiveness, and
procedural justice would contribute to healing (Creswell, 2013; Glaser, 1978; Layder, 1998).
These provisional codes were revised, modified, and expanded to include new codes and
subcategories (see Saldana, 2016). Importantly, new codes that were not initially identified in
the literature review emerged from the data as integral to healing (i.e., faith and community).
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Qualitative researchers contend that when using provisional codes a researcher must be open to new
interpretations of viewing the phenomenon being examined in the study (Glaser, 1978; Saldana, 2016). By
remaining open to new interpretations, the inductive nature of this method of inquiry is preserved.
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This study follows the six steps for qualitative data analysis outlined by Creswell (2003:
191-195). Step One involves organizing and preparing the data for analysis. In this study,
interviews were transcribed verbatim 71 to capture participants’ own words and phrasing and to
allow the researcher to remain attentive during the interview (National Science Foundation,
1997). Transcripts included fillers, grammar mistakes, repetition, digressions, and non-verbal
emotional elements, such as laughter (see Bazeley, 2013). Although the process was labor
intensive, it allowed the researcher to become intimately acquainted with the experiences of the
participants and their manner of expression. Following each interview, the researcher also
recorded her thoughts on and preliminary ideas about the importance of various elements of the
conversation (Saldana, 2016).
In Step Two, the researcher reviews all data and obtains a general sense of the
information contained therein. In this study, the researcher spent considerable time reading and
re-reading transcripts in their totality to better grasp the depth and breadth of the context of the
data (see Bazeley, 2013: 101). After becoming familiar with the data, the researcher conducted a
more targeted read of the transcripts, circling words, underlining phrases, and highlighting
passages that stood out (Bazeley, 2013; Layder, 1998; Saldana, 2016). Additionally, the
researcher filled the margins with notes connecting ideas within each interview and among all of
the interviews (Bazeley, 2013; Layder, 1998; Saldana, 2016). This initial exploration of the data
prepared the researcher for the coding phase of the analysis process.
Step Three entails coding the data, which most researchers consider to be central to the
analysis process (Kraska & Neuman, 2008; Strauss, 1987). “Codes are tags or labels for
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The nine interviews yielded nearly 12 hours of data. The shortest interview was 48 minutes and the longest was
two hours. One hundred and eighty-nine single-spaced pages of data were transcribed from the interviews and took
approximately 72 hours.
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assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or inferential information compiled during the
study” (Miles & Huberman, 1994: 56). Coding allows the researcher to begin to ask questions of
the data (e.g., So what? Or what’s going on here? Or why is that?) (Bazeley, 2013: 130), which
helps facilitate comparisons among participants and identify distinguishing features of each
participant’s healing process. Coding is a cyclical and recursive process (Bazeley, 2013; Miles
& Huberman, 1994), and the researcher constantly revisited and revised codes and emergent
themes during the study to better understand the phenomenon of healing.
Coding and analytic memoing are data analytic activities that take place concurrently
(Saldana, 2016: 44). Analytic memos contain a researcher’s reflections and thoughts on the data,
including the process of inquiry; coding process and code choices; emergent patterns, themes,
categories, and subcategories; future directions; and unanswered questions (Miles, Huberman, &
Saldana, 2014; Saldana, 2016). The length and detail of analytic memos vary; however, like
Corbin and Strauss (2015), this study found initial memos were more descriptive and later
memos were much more substantive, often examining how concepts relate to one another and
under what conditions. Saldana (2016) contends that the rigorous reflection that substantive
memos require may contribute to the quality of analysis and ultimately to theory building.
Initially, manual coding was conducted using paper and pencil on hard copies of the
interview transcripts. The codes were then transferred into Microsoft Word to organize and sort.
Passages from the transcripts that clustered together were placed together in separate files
organized by topic. Key codes and words were also utilized within and between the files to
assist with locating and sorting data (Bazeley, 2013). Codes were refined through analytic
memoing and constant review to locate patterns and relationships between topics. This approach
was chosen over computer-based coding programs, such as NVivo and ATLAS.ti, given the
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relatively small scale of the study. Indeed, renowned qualitative researcher, Johnny Saldana, has
recommended manual coding for first-time and small-scale qualitative research studies (Saldana,
2016: 81).
To simplify and systematize the coding process, Saldana (2016) divides coding into two
major stages – first cycle and second cycle coding. Creswell’s Third Step encompasses first
cycle codes. At this stage, open or initial coding is performed: Data are reviewed and condensed
into preliminary analytical categories based on themes identified in the data (Strauss, 1987). In
this study, the researcher employed in vivo coding and process coding. By using in vivo coding,
the researcher derived codes from the participants’ own words and phraseology (Miles et al.,
2014). In vivo coding was used to honor the participants’ voices and ground the analysis in the
participants’ perspectives (Saldana, 2016). By using in vivo coding, the researcher gained a
good understanding of what was important to participants (see Charmaz, 2014). Next, the
researcher used process coding. This coding method uses gerunds exclusively to identify
observable action in the data (Miles et al., 2014: 75). Processes imply movement and change
over time, particularly as things change or occur in particular sequences (Miles et al., 2014).
These efforts provided a good sense of similarities and differences within and among the
participants’ accounts. The researcher’s analytical memos at this stage largely considered what
slowed, impeded, or accelerated the process of healing and under what conditions that process
changed (see Charmaz, 2014: 169-70).
Creswell’s Fourth Step involves translating the previously created codes into a detailed
description of the phenomenon (i.e., healing) and related themes and subthemes. This step
encompassed the second stage of coding identified by Saldana (2016), second cycle coding.
First, the researcher reviewed the most frequent and significant codes that she previously
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identified via in vivo coding and process coding. These were organized based upon conceptual
or thematic similarity (Saldana, 2016). The researcher then conducted axial coding, defining the
key conceptual categories of healing and creating subcategories (Boeiji, 2010). Finally, the
researcher conducted theoretical coding.
The purpose of grounded theory is to develop a core category through theoretical coding
that identifies the primary theme of the research, which integrates all of the substantive codes
found in the research (Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Saldana, 2016). This study did not identify a core
category. Importantly, Glaser (2005) asserts that the identification of a core category is not
always necessary for grounded theory research 72. Hennink and her colleagues (2011) contend
that research applied to pre-existing theory in different contexts and different social
circumstances can be just as substantive as theory development (pp. 258-61). In this study, the
researcher tested the viability of the theory of restorative justice to redress harms caused by
clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse. Limited research has been conducted in this specific topic area;
therefore, this study advances the theory of restorative justice. As noted above, analytical
memoing occurs contemporaneously with coding. At this stage of coding, the analytic memos
centered on examining the data at a more conceptual level (i.e., identifying connections between
themes, identifying unanswered questions, and suggesting future directions for research) (see
Birks, Chapman, Francis, 2008).
Step Five involves presenting findings. The most popular approach to convey findings is
narrative analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994), which is a story-like format that allows for
understanding the phenomenon from the point of view of participants (Kraska & Neuman, 2008).
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Erickson (1986) argues that a key assertion that makes a summative and data-supported statement about the
research can be sufficient.
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This approach was utilized in this study, which presents discussions of key themes and
illustrations along with varied perspectives and quotations to support the main findings. This
resulted in a “thick,” descriptive narrative, which allows the reader to have a more
comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon of healing, specifically, how participants
experienced healing (Creswell, 2003, 2014). Creswell’s final Sixth Step involves interpreting
the data as it relates to extant literature and survey findings to help form new questions and
avenues for research (Creswell, 2003). This final step was incorporated into the presentation of
findings and discussion chapter (see 6. Findings and Discussion).
In qualitative research, it is important to acknowledge the researcher’s own biases and
life experiences, as they shape the analysis of data (Creswell, 2003). The researcher’s interest in
the topic of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse stems from being raised in a devout Catholic family
that revered the occupation and role of priests in everyday life. The researcher’s involvement in
crisis intervention for victim-survivors of sexual and domestic abuse engendered a desire to
examine methods that would promote healing among victims-survivors of such abuse. These
experiences are supplemented by over 20 years of education and study on sex crimes and
victimization. The researcher found that these acknowledged experiences enriched the research
and provided a level of understanding, awareness, knowledge, and sensitivity to the topic and the
interpretation of the data (Creswell, 2003).
There has been debate among leading qualitative researchers as to the relevance and
criteria for establishing reliability and validity in qualitative inquiry (Altheide & Johnson, 1998;
Leininger, 1994; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Morse, Barret, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002).
Nevertheless, nearly all agree some measures must be taken to ensure the rigor of the research
(Morse et al., 2002). Recently, scholars have argued that verification strategies should be

87

employed throughout the process to ensure rigor rather than post-hoc evaluation methods (Morse
et al., 2002). The verification methods detailed below were used to validate the data.
Reliability for qualitative research generally requires “that the researcher’s approach is
consistent across different researchers and different projects” (Creswell, 2014: 201). The
researcher documented the procedures used throughout the process so that others can follow the
procedures in the future (Yin, 2009). The transcriptions were also reviewed for accuracy prior to
data analysis by the researcher and participants73 (Gibbs, 2007). Collecting and analyzing the
data occurred concurrently to make sure that emerging data were reconfirmed in new data and
verified in existing data and to ensure that there was not a shift in the meaning of the codes
during the coding process (Gibbs, 2007; Morse et al., 2002).
Validity in the qualitative context is concerned with the authenticity of each participant’s
account and the researcher’s interpretations thereof (Creswell, 2003; Kraska & Neuman, 2008).
Therefore, the researcher used thick description to convey the findings so that they communicate
a holistic picture of participants’ experiences with restorative events (Creswell, 2003). The use
of verbatim transcriptions, according to Maxwell (1996), further preserved the validity of the
results. Any discrepant information counter to the main theme that was identified during
analysis was documented to preserve authenticity of the participants’ experiences and
communicate the many facets of healing (Creswell, 2003; Maxwell, 1996). Additionally, data
saturation was reached in the interviews, bolstering content validity (Bowen, 2008). Lastly, the
results were compared to quantitative data from the study and findings from other qualitative
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As noted in 5.1.5 Data Collection and Procedures, one participant utilized ITR to review the transcription of her
interview.
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studies on healing from child sexual abuse to ensure “trustworthiness” of the results (Tutty,
Rothery, Grinnell, 1996: 112).
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6. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
The researcher interviewed nine participants regarding their healing journeys. Semistructured interviews were conducted to allow each participant the opportunity to direct the
course of the interview and capture her own narrative. The researcher did ask focused questions
concerning (1) early childhood experiences and the impact of the abuse on their lives, (2)
expectations for the restorative events, (3) the look and feel of the restorative events, (4) features
of the restorative events that were most salient to participants, and (5) what changes, if any,
participants perceived in themselves as a result of involvement in the restorative events. This
complements the quantitative data obtained from five of these participants (see 5.1.6 Response
Rate).
All participants described healing as an ongoing process. Healing was not linear, and no
timeline was discernable. Rather, each person’s journey to find healing was unique.
Nevertheless, this study identified six common elements that positively contributed to healing
among the participants – account-making or storytelling, an apology, faith, forgiveness,
community, and procedural justice74. Further analytic memoing, coding, thinking, and
recategorizing elements identified subcategories (see 5.2.2 Qualitative Component). What
follows is the result of the analysis of data in light of these elements. Because of the
individualized nature of the interviews, the level of detail obtained, and thus the strength of the
elements as an analytical construct, varied from participant to participant.
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Dates for each instance of abuse were not clearly defined among all the participants (see 5.1.7 Sample
Description). Some participants reported soon after the abuse commenced/occurred, the remainder waited many
years, or even decades, to disclose the abuse. All participants reported healing via the restorative events regardless
of when they disclosed the abuse (RQ₂). Therefore, a delay did not inhibit healing. What was important for the
participants was the presence of the six elements identified in this study that contributed to healing.
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6.1

Account-making or Storytelling
Account-making or storytelling is the verbalization of one’s life narrative, including the

crime and its impact on one’s life. For a long time, victims of sexual assault, including survivors
of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse have been silenced (Balboni, 2011). Therefore, it is not
surprising that all participants noted the importance of telling their stories and being heard to the
overall healing process. Participants found that the process of communicating with other people
validated their experiences, re-assigned shame, shed stigma, and helped shift blame to
responsible parties. Being heard also helped participants release some negative feelings and
frustrations, such as anger and sadness, and left them feeling empowered.
For those participants abused by clergy, the restorative events in Arlington were an
especially important opportunity to meet with Church representatives regarding the abuse. The
presence of the representatives empowered participants, who were given a voice to express their
feelings to the Church about the abuse at the hands of its clergy and the effect of the abuse on the
participants’ lives. The opportunity for an open dialogue with Church representatives was
particularly important because many of the participants were raised to believe that they should
not speak out against the Church. Having Church representatives present and willing to listen
allowed the participants to freely discuss their feelings. This not only validated participants’
experiences, but also helped to alleviate some pain that participants carried as a result of the
abuse. One participant, who had attended a restorative event in the Arlington Diocese while also
being the complainant in an active investigation in the Diocese, provides a representative
example of the benefits felt as a result of the presence of Church representatives at the restorative
events:
I was able to say with the Bishop [Loverde] … and Father Mealey sitting across from me,
‘This is where I [am]. This is what I am feeling.… Sorry, but I am really mad at you,
Bishop. I am really mad at you, Father Mealey. You know that is just where I am. I am
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not happy with it right now.’ And I was able to say that in their presence, and I think in
some sense that was kind of healing in and of itself. (72)
For most of the participants, the structure of the restorative events (i.e., participantdirected discussions) disrupted the traditional power relationships between laity and Church
representatives75. This allowed many participants to more openly express themselves. But, at
least one participant could not overcome the traditional power imbalance because she did not
want to look bad in front of the Bishop. Notwithstanding her ability to lead and direct the
discussions, she was unable to openly express herself, which ultimately limited her healing.
Participants found that the programing in the Arlington Diocese, particularly the support
groups and retreats, were therapeutic. These events allowed participants to tell their stories to an
attentive audience, which helped many participants place the abuse into context within their own
life narrative. This, according to the participants, contributed to healing. The importance of
talking about the abuse and making meaning of the experience has been affirmed in numerous
studies related to healing (Blood, 2012; Little & Hamby, 1999: 383; Maruna, 2001; Van der
Kolk, 2014). Indeed, three participants who placed their abuse into a larger narrative of their
lives, rather than allowing the abuse to control their identities, described themselves as “thrivers”
(10, 33, 44). As one participant noted,
I think you get to a point in your healing when you are not ashamed of being a survivor.
Because you know I am not a victim. I am a survivor. I am a thriver, and now I can help
someone else get to that point. (10)
This re-defining of self-narrative was shown by McAdams (1985) to be important
because it helps shape and guide future behaviors. All participants wanted to utilize their past
traumatic experiences to help others. As one participant stated, “I feel blessed, I really do, and I
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In Catholicism, priests are viewed as earthly representations of God and are considered superior to laity
(deFuentes, 1999; Doyle, 2006; Guido, 2008).
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think what I really want to do is give back” (30). Indeed, a participant reported further healing
knowing that telling her story at restorative events could help others in their healing process:
It is kind of interesting in the five years that I have been there, [I went] from being a new
person, kind of listening and kind of participating, to being [a mentor]. A lot of people
have come to me appreciating my comments. And that feels good. That is part of the
healing. It’s when you can do [for] everybody else. (33)
Such altruistic virtues have been found in other studies of victim-survivors (Berg, 2017; Courtin,
2015; Shapland, Robinson, & Sorsby, 2011; Van Camp, 2011).
Furthermore, some participants have taken “storytelling” from the confines of a
restorative event to a much larger audience. Some participants spoke of giving speeches to other
survivors, publishing manuals or articles, and more actively participating in online support
groups to help other survivors. Finding a greater purpose and value in suffering enabled healing
for the participants. It made one participant
feel like life has value and meaning. If my story can help anyone – I’ve always felt that –
any pain or challenges in my life – if there is any purpose to the pain, it’s that if someone
else going through this [does] not feel so alone, or what they are doing is unusual, or
what they feel is out of place – you know there is no normal there, it’s just whatever you
are going through. (42)
Another participant remarked that even if her story helped just one person, telling it was
worthwhile:
If I can go and share my story … maybe my two cents will make a difference to someone
down the road.… It also helps me heal, it gives a reason – that’s not the right word … it
kind of gives a focus for something positive to come out of [what] happened. But if I can
make something positive come out of it for someone else, then it doesn’t make it as
completely horrible and evil as it was. (8)
For many participants, being involved in the present study was enticing due to the
potential benefit of the results to survivors. One participant stated,
Well when you [the researcher] came to the group and talked about [the study], well I
know I am going to help with that, I know I am going to contribute, because that’s who I
am. That’s how I feel like I can pay it forward in this world to people who have helped
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me. Maybe if there is one thing that I said that helps someone else  that you [the
researcher] relay to someone else – that’s more than enough for me. (42)
Indeed, other participants noted that their participation in the study and talking about their
healing process helped to provide new insights into their healing. For several participants, the
very act of communicating their experiences to the researcher helped them realize how far they
had come in their healing process. It reminded them of their strength, courage, and resiliency.
Other studies on sensitive topics have found similar benefits by their participants (Corbin &
Morse, 2003; Decker, Naugle, Carter-Visscher, Bell, & Seifert, 2011).
Theorists have used the principles of psychology to explain why victim-survivors find the
act of storytelling to be so crucial to the healing process. Shearer (2006) contends that healing
occurs when one is heard and accepted in the presence of others. In group situations, survivors
have an opportunity to express feelings associated with trauma (e.g., distress, fear, anger, disgust,
and shame), which provides relief for the survivors and triggers understanding and empathy in
others present, as well as astonishment when they learn of the harms committed (Thorsborne,
2016: 41). This process culminates in a moment of “collective vulnerability,” where those
present realize that they are not alone in how they feel (Thorsborne, 2016: 41). New lifenarratives can be formed through this process of social interaction (Maruna, 2001). Certainly, it
has helped participants in this study integrate their past, present, and anticipated future into a
more unified understanding of themselves and their lives (see McAdams, 1985).
Importantly, storytelling is not a one-time experience; participants were not healed upon
sharing their stories. Rather, it was important for participants to be able to retell their stories
many times. Indeed, one participant “needed unending listening” (72). There are therapeutic
reasons for this. Part of the trauma of crime is the way it upsets our views of ourselves and our
world. “Letting go” of trauma can be achieved by “re-storying” one’s life or telling one’s life
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story in significant settings, where others can acknowledge the harm done (Strang, 2002: 22).
Participants found these settings in the support groups, retreats, masses, and other restorative
programming offered in the Diocese of Arlington. It is also important for victims to tell their
stories to the ones who caused the harm and to have them understand the impact of their actions
(Zehr, 2002: 14-15). One participant met with her abuser and was able to have an open dialogue
with him. This liberated her from the fear of her abuser that had been consuming her up until
that point.
Extant research suggests that the response one receives upon disclosing sexual abuse can
greatly impact healing (Terry, 2012). This study found that to be the case as well 76. A great deal
of trust and patience is needed as survivors struggle to integrate sexual abuse into their lives.
Participants who were met with compassion and empathy reported that they started the process
of healing sooner than those that were not met with such positive responses. Those participants
who were met with blame, disbelief, denials, and defenses struggled with healing. Moreover, a
negative response perpetuated the guilt and shame that many of the participants were already
feeling, further retarding the healing process. Additionally, one participant felt that her voice
was actively being censored and monitored in restorative events. She couldn’t “be in a place
where [she was] restricted on what [she could and couldn’t] say. If [she was] really supposed to
heal” (18). The participant ultimately decided to discontinue attending restorative events at the
Arlington Diocese. This highlights the importance of participants being able to express
themselves without restrictions.
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This finding supports RQ₃: specifically, greater support among family and friends at the time of disclosure can
facilitate healing.
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6.2

Apology
Extant research suggests that victims see emotional recognition as far more important

than material or financial reparations (Marshall & Merry, 1990; Retzinger & Scheff, 1996;
Umbreit, Coates, & Kalanj, 1994; Wright, 1991). In other words, victims want symbolic
reparations, primarily an apology. All participants identified an apology as an essential element
for healing, although they differed in whose apology mattered most for their healing. Eight
participants felt that the Church, abusers, and those complicit in abuse ought to apologize. One
participant felt an apology by the criminal justice system, and thereby society at large, was
necessary to foster her healing.
Apologies are “moral signifiers that convey a clear message of right and wrong” (White,
2006). They affirm that a wrongdoing has been committed, which is particularly important to
victims of sexual abuse (Herman, 2005). This study defined an apology as (1) a tacit
acknowledgement of the legitimacy of the violated rule or social norm, and (2) an admission of
full fault, acceptance of responsibility, and an expression of regret and remorse for having caused
the harm in question (Tavuchis, 1991). Participants confirmed these components of an apology
in their interviews.
6.2.1

Acknowledgement
The “first thing [the Bishop] says [in a restorative event] is, ‘I’m sorry you’ve been hurt’

to the whole group” (8). This one sentence established an environment conducive to healing. It
conveyed a level of understanding and compassion to the participants. Acknowledgement that a
harm has been committed is essential for healing to occur (see Courtin, 2015: 57). Having a
Church representative apologize and “acknowledge that something bad had happened” (18) had a
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profound impact on healing for all participants, not only those abused by clergy 77. This
acknowledgement validated the participants’ experience and affirmed their self-worth.
Crime victims often struggle with self-blame (Burgess & Holstrom, 1974; Resick, 1987;
Van Camp, 2011), a feeling of “could I have prevented this?” (33), “could [I] have stopped this
sooner?” (18), and “why didn’t I say, no?” (10). In this study, a number of participants reported
being told by their abusers and/or family members that the participants themselves were
responsible for the abuse and/or that they seduced their abusers. The more a participant felt
recognized as the harmed party, the more these feelings of self-blame diminished. Indeed,
acknowledgement was in and of itself restorative for one participant:
Having people from the Church being willing to say, ‘I am sorry this happened to you,’
being willing to believe you, … not asking you to prove everything under the sun, being
willing to meet with you outside the special services and prayer services and masses and
spiritual retreats and support night, and all that kind of stuff, … being willing to be a
voice on the other side end of the phone. I mean it is amazing what the Diocese of
Arlington has put together, and so all of that has played into me being more and more
healed. (8)
Another participant noted the catharsis she felt upon the acknowledgment by the current
administration of sexual abuse of minors at a Catholic school that the participant had attended:
“When I got the note … it all kind of made sense to me … and the anger … [was] gone” (33).
The acknowledgement not only validated her experience, it also liberated her.
Lerner (1998) posits that bystanders often blame victims for victimization to maintain a
false image of a just and orderly world. Although this blame may protect an image of safety,
such behavior profoundly harms the victim. Many of the participants expressed hurt and
difficulty healing when those complicit (directly or indirectly) in the abuse were unable to
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This finding supports RQ₆: all participants benefited from the restorative events regardless of their relationship
with their abuser.
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acknowledge that it had occurred. Said one participant, “My mother just handed me to my
father. I was my father’s wife.… [S]he didn’t even say sorry.… [She] was in denial. My
mother still denies everything. She is totally in denial” (30). Another participant explained, “My
mother blamed me completely and did not take any responsibility in any way for not protecting
me [from my father].… [S]he did not hold herself accountable in anyway.… [M]y mother could
not apologize” (10). The participant still has a tumultuous relationship with her mother. She has
had to distance herself from her mother to help heal their relationship: “I’ll love from a distance.
And that is okay because neither of them [my parents] have a clue [laughing] … at all. You
know and that’s all right.… A big piece of healing for me is being okay with it” (10).
Not surprisingly, the explicit acknowledgement by the Catholic Church of its missteps in
handling and responding to the sexual abuse by members of its clergy was instrumental in
participants’ healing process:
To hear both the Pope being embarrassed and the Bishop saying sorry, believe me that
made a lot of difference to me at the time. I had never heard anybody say that … any
Church representative say that they were sorry.… [B]etween the two of them it
convinced me that indeed the Church was not in favor of those various behaviors. (64)
It was important not only to receive acknowledgment that what occurred was wrong, but also
that it was not the fault of any of the participants. As one participant reported,
The Bishop always takes the opportunity to apologize [at retreats, masses, and support
groups] to tell us it is not our fault.… [T]hose are things that we need to hear over and
over again…. [T]hat the shame that we feel is not ours…. [A]ffirming all that is good,
true and beautiful about us, and about … our futures and our spiritual lives is really
helpful. (72)
6.2.2

Acceptance of Responsibility and Expression of Remorse
The willingness of the abuser or his surrogate to accept responsibility is a cornerstone of

restorative justice programs. Not surprisingly, it proved to be an important aspect of an apology
for participants in this study:
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I have never heard the Bishop be defensive about the sins that took place inside the
Catholic Church about abuse. It is not not judgmental. It is very judgmental that they
were wrong … that the Church did not do the right thing. (33)
Restorative justice advocates also stress the importance to victims of offenders showing remorse
and shame and offering a genuine apology for their crimes (Braithwaite, 2000; Johnstone, 1999;
Retzinger & Scheff, 1996). This was evident when a participant noted that “you could see the
pain in [Bishop Loverde’s] face and in his posture hearing about all the suffering that each of
these people were talking about and how they were trying to deal with it” (33). The sincerity in
which the apology occurred was also apparent and greatly contributed to healing. Strang (2002)
found that sincere apologies greatly assist the process of “letting go” of the crime experience (p.
22). This study found that to also be true. One participant who spoke to her abuser decades after
the abuse occurred remarked that
it was the most unbelievable experience. It’s so freeing.… I was scared to death …
wasn’t sure I was doing the right thing.… [W]e had an exchange.… [H]e said that he
had no idea that what he was doing was so harmful and you know, he really in his own
way apologized. It was just a very wonderful exchange … and I left not afraid anymore.
I wasn’t afraid anymore. I didn’t have to be afraid of him. (10)
Clearly, participants felt validated and empowered when offenders and surrogate offenders
accepted responsibility and showed remorse.
Apologies also reaffirm collective norms, which can facilitate healing and the
reintegration of victims back into the community (Braithwaite & Mugford, 1994; Presser, 2003).
This was especially true for one participant, who said,
It went from the Church being an unsafe, hypocritical, unwelcoming place that did not
want me, to back to being my home. My spiritual home … back to being what it was
originally meant to be. It had everything to do with changing everything about the
Church for me. And all through my wandering, my 17 years in the desert, I knew in my
heart of hearts that I had to go back to the Catholic Church. I just couldn’t find my way
back there. You know my children helped. But it was really the individual priest in my
parish and this program [in the Diocese of Arlington]. There was no way I would have
made it back on my own. I needed these people to extend their welcoming hands and
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accept my anger, frustration, pain for what had been done to me and their offering of
apology. Otherwise, I would still be out there wondering how I could make it back
home. (8)
Similar sentiments regarding the importance of apologies and acceptance for healing have been
recorded by other victim-survivors of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse (Guido, 2008; Scott,
2017).
Although all participants stated that an apology was crucial to healing, participants varied
as to the importance of an apology from the abuser. As one participant stated,
I think that if he [the abuser] ever acknowledged that he ever did this, then I would find
some closure. Not exactly closure, because at this point I’ve had enough people telling
me that … my experience of it is real … no matter what he says.… [B]ut for a long
while that was a serious doubt for me.… And so even if he didn’t mean it … his
acknowledgement that he had done something to me that I needed to put a lot of work
into and that affected me tremendously.… It would be courteous.… I don’t hold my
breath waiting for it [an apology]. (12)
The participant went on further to say that
[the abuser] never reached out to me either from anger or to apologize. And my hope
would be that perhaps, I mean, perhaps he’s sorry, and that he’s praying for me as well.
But until then I will pray for him. I will pray for the both of us. (12)
Thus, part of healing for at least one participant was not expecting an apology from her abuser.
For other participants, abusers weren’t able to fully acknowledge their culpability because they
were deceased or had cognitive and/or emotional deficiencies. One participant remarked, “I
can’t be in control of other people’s emotions.… I need to learn to control my own.
Recognizing this has been a big step in healing” (72).
6.3

Faith
Everyone healing from sexual abuse needs love and support, and a spiritual connection is

one way to connect with a deep source of love (Bass & Davis, 2008: 182). Participants in this
study found that their faith sustained them, provided them with strength, and gave them a sense
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of peace. Faith was defined as a firm belief and trust in the teachings and practices of God
(Merriam-Webster, 2019). Although faith formed the foundation of each participant’s identity, it
was integrated into each person’s life differently 78. For some, faith was strong throughout their
lives. They used their faith to shelter themselves from abuse. Others fell away from the Catholic
Church as they became young adults, and came back to faith later in life. Still others converted
to Catholicism as adults and found strength and peace in its teachings. Many continue to deeply
struggle with theological questions regarding their faith and healing. This section discusses how
participants utilized faith in their healing process. First the impact of clergy-perpetrated sexual
abuse on religious practices is examined. Next, the effects of sexual abuse on participants’ faith
is discussed. Finally, the researcher-identified facilitators of spiritual healing are then discussed:
the sacraments, prayer, scripture, the lives of saints, and faith-based therapy.
6.3.1

Impact of Clergy-Perpetrated Sexual Abuse on Religious Practices
Though religion is a source of strength and comfort for many, it does not have a positive

association for many survivors (Bass & Davis, 2008: 184). The damage to survivors’ religious
life and sense of community is particularly severe when the traumatic events involve betrayal of
important relationships (Herman, 1997: 55). Not unlike incest, clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse
involves the violation of a sacred relationship by an authority figure targeting less powerful,
naïve, and accessible persons (Courtois, 2001; Frawley-O’Dea, 2002; Rauch, 2009). This
combination of intimacy and betrayal is further compounded by the sacred context in which it
occurred. Indeed, some abusers in this study used the sacraments 79 to inflict the abuse:
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Faith was essential to healing for all participants. This section answers RQ₄, discussing how participants utilized
faith in their healing process.
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In Christianity, sacraments are religious ceremonies or rituals believed to impart divine grace to recipients.
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The abuse took place during the sacrament of confession. In the guise of showing [me]
that I was still lovable, he assaulted me. And it was in that moment that the floor fell out
from under me. If I can’t be safe in God’s house, I can’t be safe anywhere…. There is no
safety in the world. So, I left the Church. (8)
Even when the abuse did not occur within the confines of a sacrament, the mere fact that
the abuser is considered an earthly representation of God greatly impacted participants’
religiosity (deFuentes, 1999; Doyle, 2006; Guido, 2008; Orsi, 2017; Rauch, 2009). So for some,
Church was no longer a safe place. For those participants abused by clergy members or in
religious institutions, the sight of familiar structures, prayers, and interiors of the Church brought
forth memories of the abuse (see Orsi, 2017). One participant explained,
There were times in my healing that any reference to the crucifixion, suffering, or pain …
for whatever reason was super triggering for me. I couldn’t go to the stations of the cross
for years.… [At] mass, the word ‘sacrifice’ or anything like that [would prompt] flight …
impulses. I literally had my fingernails digging into the pew on either side gripping the
pew to keep me in the Church. (72)
For another participant, the closest she could get to celebrating mass after being abused by a
priest was the parking lot. “I would just sit in the parking lot … [and] pray outside, but you
know I could just not go inside,” she explained (8). She went on to say that when she was finally
able to re-enter the church the sight of clergy was anxiety-provoking: “I get there and there are
two priests, and I break out into a cold sweat. I can’t even function” (8). For a long time, the
participant needed to sit near an exit in Church to ensure a quick escape, if necessary. She
stated,
I wouldn’t receive Communion. [My family] sat in the very back of the Church because
I needed an easy escape. Or I would be in the orafix80 … you know again – easy escape.
I’d be on the sidelines someplace I thought I wouldn’t be noticed. It was really a safety
thing for me. (8)
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The orafix is the entryway of the Church.
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Concerns for one’s emotional safety in religious settings was prevalent among the
participants abused by clergy. Actions that many people take for granted, such as attending
church, were deliberate and planned by the participants. One participant explained that when she
first began re-attending mass after nearly 30 years of not stepping into a church, she would sit in
the pew closest to the door. As she progressed in her healing, she found that she slowly chose
pews closer and closer to the front of Church. She remarked, eventually “I was going down the
center aisle, even if I was late, and sitting in the first one or two pews” (33). This transformation
took time and hard work by the participant. It is a testament to how far she came in her healing
process.
Another participant felt that after three years of intense work with her spiritual director
and confessor her “spiritual life was in a really good place” (72). But then her spiritual director
was transferred to another parish, and a new priest was assigned to her diocese. This new priest
committed numerous boundary violations81 against the participant, which caused her to stop
attending church regularly. She explained,
I would never feel comfortable again in the Church praying and I stopped much of my
spiritual life.… I’ve never really recovered from that. I still don’t have my feet on the
ground spiritually. I am trying to crawl my way back, but it is very hard. (72)
This experience destroyed her sense of safety, both physically and spiritually. Unfortunately, her
experience in not unique. Bass and Davis (2008) found that it can take a lifetime for survivors of
clergy-perpetrated abuse to find their way back to a meaningful spiritual connection with God, if
it can be found at all.
Importantly, not all survivors of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse experienced disruptions
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Boundary violations are defined as “transgressing the physical, emotional, or social limits of a trusted
relationship” (Desmond, 2011: para. 8). Boundary issues may be mild, moderate, or severe (John Jay Research
Team, 2011).
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in their religious practices. One participant explained that while she had been “betrayed by the
Church in a 150 ways,” she never doubted her faith or the power of God’s love to heal all things
(30). Another participant, who was sexually abused by a priest, “never forgot it,” and despite
being blamed for the abuse, and being declared a sinner by another priest who heard her
confession, the participant’s trust in the religious institution of the Church remained intact (64).
Although this reaction to clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse was not widespread in this study, such
a reaction is not uncommon. Many victim-survivors want to integrate religion with their healing.
Berg (2017) noted in his book on healing from various harms inflicted by the Church that several
survivors of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse had remained active in the Catholic Church
following abuse.
6.3.2

The Influence of Sexual Abuse on Faith
Regardless of whether a participant was abused by Catholic clergy, the impact of sexual

abuse on participants’ faith was far-reaching. Participants identified three distinct ways that
abuse had influenced their faith. First, all participants found their faith was tested as they lost
trust in the Church as an institution. Second, several participants found the abuse called into
question their understanding of themselves and their vocation as Catholics. Third, many
participants struggled with feeling worthy of God’s love. This section elaborates on these effects
and provides examples from the participants themselves.
6.3.2.1 Faith and the Institutional Church
The revelations regarding the role the Church played in covering up decades of sexual
abuse (e.g., moving abusive priests from diocese to diocese) greatly affected the entire Catholic
community. Catholics felt betrayed by their Church leaders, questioned the legitimacy of
sacraments, and placed distance between themselves, the Church, and religious practices (Kline
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et al., 2008). Indeed, all of the participants in the study relayed that their trust in the Church, as
well as their faith, was tested by the abuse and the coverup.
Some participants left the Catholic Church following their abuse. However, they
remained faithful. One participant explained,
I didn’t leave God, but I left the Church. There was nowhere for me to be … so I went to
a variety of different places: synagogues, mosques, temples, non-denominational
Christian churches, and denominational Christian churches – just looking, searching for a
place I could be. I found God in all those places, but I kept being beckoned back by the
Catholic Church. (8)
Over 17 years, she made multiple unsuccessful attempts to re-enter the Church. Then, she
explained,
I met this priest.… I watched him for two years … and I slowly began talking to him and
telling him the story [of my abuse]. [With the priest’s and Diocese of Arlington’s
kindness, empathy, and concern] finally I was able to be received back into the Church
the way I needed to be. It challenged my whole world view of what the Catholic Church
was to me, who priests were, and it began to help me realize that what one man had done
– you couldn’t color an entire Church with what that one man had done. (8)
Another participant described herself as having “fallen away” or having been a lapsed
Catholic82 (33). Still, despite being married in a Methodist Church and regularly attending
Methodist services with her husband, she wouldn’t convert to Methodism at her husband’s
request. She described her faith as an “ethnic, cultural, [and] religious faith baked into [her]
soul, not bolted on. It will always be there. I will always be Catholic no matter what” (33). She
found her way back to the Catholic Church at the start of her healing process. Although it was a
difficult journey back, she explained that throughout her life she “never really doubted the faith”
(33). Moreover, she was able to “separate the faith versus the people…. I recognize them as
human, and they are fallible” (33). This perspective allowed the participant to make great
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progress in her healing while integrating her faith into the process.
As part of her healing process, one participant explored litigation and discovered that the
Catholic Church had actively lobbied against efforts to lengthen and efforts to abolish the statute
of limitations for child sexual abuse cases. She asked herself,
How can I trust that institution, right? ... You are telling me that Jesus established a
Church where it is right to … silence victims. It just doesn’t compute.… I was a person
of faith … poster child for what it was to be a good Catholic … and now after
discovering these things, it’s hard to have any faith in the Church as it is.… I am
realizing [the Church] is a corporation, just like any other place. Which is [a] difficult
realization for me, who actually believed in the gospel message 83 of it, but also the
Church itself – the Church as an institution of holiness and of trying to make people
better. (18)
The healing process made the participant question whether her faith was grounded in the
institution and people of the Catholic Church rather than the actual gospel message. She further
explained,
For me to be at a place where my faith seems illogical, it kind of paralyzes me in terms of
how do I approach God.… My faith is damaged [be]cause the gospel message should
transcend anywhere, right? But it seems I was so tied into the Church [as a vehicle of
that message that] I am confused…. I don’t know how to approach faith anymore. (18)
These perceived contradictions in her faith between Church teachings and practices hindered her
ability to heal while being faithful. She eventually stopped attending restorative programming
within the Diocese of Arlington.
Another participant, who was abused at a Catholic school, reported the abuse to both law
enforcement and Catholic authorities within the Diocese of Arlington. The participant relied
upon her faith to help her through those difficult processes. Although the criminal case did not
proceed, the Church proceedings moved forward. In discussions with representatives from the
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The gospel comprises the first four books of the New Testament. These books document the life of Jesus and his
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Diocese, the participant made clear that she wanted the Church to monitor the abuser so that he
could not victimize other children. Nearly a year after that conversation, the participant learned
that the abuser was promoted to principal of the school. She remarked that the Church “failed”
her (12). Her trust in the Church as an institution and Church representatives was damaged. The
inability of the Church to protect potential victims caused her to have trouble practicing her faith
– one day, she had trouble reciting the end of the Nicene Creed 84 because of the “unpleasant
business” (12). Her inability to reconcile the Church’s actions with her own understanding of
being Catholic was confusing. Decker (1993) found that such spiritual disruptions were common
following trauma. Specifically, the trauma calls into question one’s world view, as well as one’s
view of herself and others.
6.3.2.2 Religious Vocation
According to extant research, the vast majority of survivors of clergy-perpetrated sexual
abuse were from devout families whose lives and identities were deeply intertwined with
religious faith (Benkert & Doyle, 2009; Bera, 1995; Doyle, 2003; Isley, 1996). Similarly, this
study found that nearly all participants were raised in an environment where the tenets of
Catholicism were central to their daily lives. Many of the participants expressed a deep and
enduring love for Jesus. One participant noted, “there is a sense of loving Jesus since I was a
kid. I love him to the bones” (30). Based on the foregoing, it is not surprising that many of the
participants considered a religious vocation. One participant said,
I always felt like I had a special relationship with Jesus. There is some part of me that
wanted to marry him.… I don’t know if I would have ever become a nun, but I was
definitely saving myself for Jesus. (10)
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However, the abuse changed everything for the participants. Participants reported feeling impure
and tainted because of the abuse (see Eden, 2011). One participant explained, “I could not be
married to God or Jesus [after the abuse] … because I was not pure” (10). This realization was
truly painful for the participants. Another participant explained,
There was a lot of pain. I don’t know if it was resentment, but there was a lot of pain.
Particularly when I realized that religious life was not going to work out because I could
not live healthy in a [religious] community with the amount of baggage I bring to the
table. And then coming to realize that I would not live [a] consecrated virginity either,
because I was not physically a virgin, because of [the abuse]. [It was] very painful, very
painful, very, very, very, very, painful, because it meant giving up everything that I still
had, or much of what I still had in my own understanding of my own identity. Since [I
was] 12 or 13 [years old] I thought [that I was] called to … consecrated life. And when
that was really stripped away, I had next to nothing left. Everything I had thought about
myself before was not true. (72)
For this participant the abuse not only profoundly hurt her faith, but also shattered her identity.
She had to confront established beliefs about her life and purpose in this world. Because her
identity was so tied to Catholicism, she had great difficultly discerning a new vocation outside of
religious life. According to Berg (2017), such disruptions to a person’s fundamental
understanding of herself can be terrifying. Indeed, it took a lot of time and prayer for the
participant to re-define herself and begin understanding her new calling, that of a wife and a
mother.
Another participant seriously considered entering religious life and was vocal about her
intentions throughout high school while the abuse occurred. Ultimately, the religious order in
which she had the most interest told her that she might have been “running away from
something” and recommended that she take “sometime in the world” before deciding if the
consecrated life was for her (12). Although it was very painful to hear that she was not ready
because of the abuse and its effect on her life, not entering the religious order was ultimately the
right decision for her.
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6.3.2.3 Feeling Worthy of God’s Love
Survivors often worry about whether God will accept them as they are, with all their past
experiences (Eden, 2011). The shame and self-blame that many victim-survivors feel as a result
of their abuse can impede their relationship with God. One participant remarked how she
continues to struggle with feeling worthy of God’s love:
It got to the point where I knew [God’s] light was still in me, but I couldn’t feel it at
all.… I had to light a candle … to remind [myself] that the light is there – that [I] just
have to keep blowing on it, bring[ing] it back to life. You know, God’s light. And I still
struggle with this – feeling worthy. This is one of the last components of my healing – to
feel worthy of his love. I have to get out of my way and let him love me. (10)
Another participant explained that she has lived in spiritual “turmoil” for seven or eight years
trying
to just trust that I am loved where I am and as I am [by God]. That it is not dependent
upon what I do [e.g., attending holy hours daily].… I am wanting God to prove to me
that he loves me without all that extraneous stuff of what I do.… I want to somehow
grow past that, but I haven’t yet. (72)
For this participant, much of her experience with love has been conditional. She is finding it
hard to accept God’s unconditional love as described by her faith. These participants have
internalized deep feelings of shame – i.e., they believe they are unlovable – which Schuchts
(2017) argues hinders their ability to let God’s love into their lives. According to Schuchts
(2017), spiritual healing can help invalidate such thoughts and allow Catholics to rekindle their
relationship with God.
6.3.3

Facilitators of Spiritual Healing
Sexual abuse negatively affected the participants’ spiritual lives. Participants

consistently drew on three fundamental aspects of their faith – the sacraments, scripture, and
prayer – to facilitate their healing. They further looked to the lives of saints for examples on
how to live out certain fundamental tenets of Catholicism. Many participants also relied on
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faith-based therapy to contextualize their own trauma within their faith. These spiritual practices
provided structure and purpose for many participants’ overall healing.
6.3.3.1 Sacraments
Schuchts (2014) argues that sacraments are the lifeblood of Catholicism (p. 147). Indeed,
this study found the sacraments to hold special meanings for the participants. Sacraments
connected participants to their faith in a manner unlike other experiences. Reconciliation 85 and
the Eucharist86 stood out as being the most healing and transformative sacraments for
participants.
One participant explained that confession became a refuge not only when she was being
abused, but also throughout her life, as the harmful impact of the abuse manifested itself as
depression, self-harm, suicidal ideations, promiscuity, homosexual relationships, and an intense
desire to kill her father, who was one of her abusers. Confession, she explained, sustained her
and prevented her from committing suicide. The act of confession not only strengthened her
self-control and helped her to resist temptation, but it also provided her with a sense of peace and
grace that helped to bolster her relationship with God. For her, confessing and “shifting the
burden” of her sins to God was cathartic (30). The participant found that she left the
confessional relieved and hopeful and generally found confession to be a self-affirming and
uplifting experience. These feelings are supported in extant research; Schuchts (2017), for
example, found that confession can restore a sense of purity and release Catholics from shame.
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Reconciliation is also known as the Sacrament of Penance or Confession whereby the penitent seeks absolution
from God through the intercession of a priest for offenses/sins committed against an individual/God.
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The Eucharist is a term used to describe the Catholic ceremony commemorating the Last Supper. In this
ceremony, bread and wine are consecrated by the priest and transformed into the body and blood of Christ.
Catholics ingest the Eucharist as a remembrance of the sacrifice that Jesus made – i.e., dying for humanity’s sins and
subsequently rising from the dead.
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The Eucharist provided spiritual nourishment that the participants needed. Christ’s
presence in the Eucharist is particularly powerful for Catholics (Schuchts, 2014). Catholics
believe that Jesus Christ is literally, not symbolically, present in the Eucharist. In other words,
Catholics receive the actual body and blood of Christ at mass. The Eucharist reminds Catholics
of the sacrifice Jesus made – dying for humanity’s sins and subsequently rising from the dead.
Catholics believe that God’s presence at every mass is a testament to Christ’s enduring love and
desire for all Catholics to have a personal relationship with him (Chacon & Burnham, 2010).
Indeed, Schuchts (2017) found that the Eucharist can heal feelings of abandonment by inviting
Catholics to share in Jesus’ abiding presence. One participant yearns to experience the Eucharist
and plans to receive her First Holy Communion 87 as a grown-women “with the heart of that child
[who was abused]”88. She further explained the importance of receiving the Eucharist: “It feels
like … something is going to change.… It’s not just going to take Communion.… [My spiritual
life] is going to start all over. That’s what it feels like” (10).
Many other participants also recounted the healing power of the sacraments of
Reconciliation and the Eucharist. Schuchts (2014, 2017) contends that observing the sacraments
can heal individuals, and that cultivating emotional and spiritual healing restores wholeness to
families, the community, and society. Indeed, all of the participants indicated that the more
healing that they experienced, the more joy those around them experienced.
6.3.3.2 Prayer
Prayer is a source of healing for many victim-survivors. However, prayer does not
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always come easy. Eden (2011) explained,
The thought of communicating face-to-face [with God] may fill [Catholics] with fear.
We may fear [God] will judge us, or that he will demand too much of us, or—and this is,
I think, the worst fear of all—that he will meet us with cold indifference. (p. 24)
Indeed, one participant found that she was only able to pray during holy hours in the presence of
two faithful priests. She further said,
I felt physically safe because they were there, and somehow spiritually safe as well.
Somehow, I felt like I could pray during those times.… It was like experiencing
‘spiritual fatherhood.’ I don’t know why that made any sense for me, but that was
essential for me. Because God was so scary and still is [laughing], but God was so scary
that I literally could not pray on my own. So, having those examples in Church brought
great comfort. (72)
The presence of these two priests helped to assuage the participant’s fear of abandonment and
condemnation by God.
Another participant described a transformational healing moment involving prayer. She
remarked,
This is my faith.… I was at the adoration chapel one day in deep despair. No one else
was there. It was my time to be there and I just literally laid on the ground face forward
and was basically sobbing about dealing with just therapy, and I basically said [to God],
‘please heal me.’ [It was] probably the most sincere prayer I have ever said in my life.
And it started … happening not only [emotionally] but [also] physically. (33)
The participant spoke earnestly and humbly from her heart, and God fulfilled His promise 89 and
provided the participant with the spiritual strength necessary to embark on her healing journey.
According to Lovasik (1999), spiritual strength aids when undertaking difficult tasks, such as
healing from sexual abuse. He further posits that prayer can provide that spiritual strength
(Lovasik, 1999).
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The Gospel of Matthew reads: “Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and you shall find; knock, and it shall be
opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; and he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, it shall be
opened.” Matt. 7:7-8 (Revised Standard Version). This gospel passage is seen as God’s solemn promise to Catholics
that he will not fail to answer any prayer that is offered.
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Participants not only offered prayers of petition90 for themselves, but also for those who
harmed them. One participant felt strongly that she and her abuser were on their own journeys.
She remarked,
I pray for him.… I [went to a] talk by (Archbishop) Fulton Sheen. [He] said that there
are people who would rather be kept out of heaven than see people that they don’t like up
there. And I don’t want to be like that sort of person. So, I pray for both of us. (12)
Indeed, the participant found that prayer not only provided her consolation but also brought her
closer to God and more firmly established her faith.
For some participants, prayer helped to relieve them of responsibilities of trying to
understand what cannot be easily understood (e.g., why he or she was abused). One participant
said that all that is bad in her life, “I offer it. I give it to God” (30). Berg (2017) believes that
sometimes the insight that God gives us about our own personal history, and our hurts, is
not so much an illumination or understanding that helps us make sense of it all, but rather
the serenity to stop trying to make sense out of it all. It’s the gift of surrendering it all to
Jesus, bringing our wounds to his, allowing him to touch them, and discovering that Jesus
is all we need.” (p. 134-135)
This act of surrendering her suffering to God provided her with a great sense of peace and
fostered a deeper connection to God, illustrating the power of prayer in the lives of the
participants.
6.3.3.3 Scripture
Scripture is the foundational doctrine of spiritual authority on Catholic life. For
Catholics, it is the “Word of God,” not merely words about God (Hart, 2017). Catholics believe
that the “Word of God” provides true guidance on how to live a good life. As such, scripture
unsurprisingly was a great source of healing for many participants. One participant experienced
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a spiritual epiphany while her parish priest was reading scripture about being a child of God.
She explained,
He was using first person and [speaking about] ‘how much I love you. You’re my child
and come to me … let me take good care of you.’ It was like an epiphany that day. It’s
like, ‘oh my God, I got it! I get it now. I’m your child.’ [So] I started to think [like] this
[and then] I started to look at [my abusers] in a different way too. (10)
Research has found that such spiritual connections not only provide strength and hope, but also
offer a new way to hold a traumatic experience and process the trauma within a larger
perspective (Bass & Davis, 2008: 177). Indeed, participants were able to apply the message in
scripture to everyday life and their own abuse situations.
For one participant, scripture inspired moving forward in her own healing. She
explained,
I’ve come a long way … in my understanding of God, the Church, and so forth. You
know Jesus said, ‘forgive and you shall be forgiven’ and [in] another place in scripture it
says, ‘you judge, so shall you be judged.’ Let’s face it, I don’t want to be judged
negatively. So I started working on [forgiveness]. (64)
The participant spent many years struggling to reclaim her life following a lifetime of abuse, and
she found solace in scripture. The teachings within scripture allowed her to refocus her abusive
experiences and navigate a path toward forgiving her abusers. In doing so, she freed herself
from the guilt and shame that she had been carrying around for many years (see 6.4
Forgiveness).
6.3.3.4 Lives of Saints
Many participants found strength, comfort, and healing by praying to saints 91. The saints
embody the fundamental beliefs of Catholicism and provide examples of how Catholics should
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Catholics believe that saints are ordinary human beings who live virtuous lives centered on faith, hope, and
charity.
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live out their faith. Catholics try to imitate the virtues that the saints possessed (e.g., faith,
compassion, and charity) in their daily lives. The lives of saints provided participants with a
source of guidance and hope for healing. Eden (2011) contends that this is because of how the
saints had suffered and emerged with greater joy and holiness. One participant prayed to St.
Maria Goretti92 and explained how St. Maria Goretti’s life had influenced the participant’s faith,
The remains of St. Maria Goretti came to our diocese and … prayer cards [were given
out]. There were two types of prayer cards: one was hers and one was her murderer. I
knew [her murderer] had become very devout and holy after all of this had [happened]
and was present at her canonization, but some of [St. Maria Goretti’s] last words were
that she wanted to be with him in paradise. And, so I try to think that way. I try to take
that example and to pray for [my abuser] more often, even when I don’t really have to
deal with him, and even when I don’t … feel like I want to. (12)
The mercy that St. Maria Goretti showed to her attacker provided an example of how the
participant could think about her abuser and provided hope that she, like St. Maria Goretti, could
also experience God’s love and heal more fully.
Another participant often prayed to Mary, the Mother of God, for guidance and strength.
The participant described a spiritual transformation she experienced while visiting a statue of
Mary:
I had a miracle from Our Lady of Africa.… There are moments [even now] that I can
feel her and see her.... [One day while] heading [to] confession [I was in] anguish and
aloof.… Instead of [going] into the crypt, I [entered] the chapel of Our Lady of Africa.…
I was crying. I will never forget when I turned around, I [saw] Our Lady. She was
humongous. She must have been seven feet tall. Beautiful, beautiful statue … she had a
smile. [Then] she said, ‘do not be afraid, do not be afraid.’ She was alive.… She was
talking to me in my heart. (30)
It was after this experience that the participant began her healing process. Mary not only
provided the participant with inspiration, but also companionship on the healing journey.
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Maria Goretti was fatally stabbed while resisting sexual assault. As she lay dying, she both forgave her attacker
and answered questions so that he could be prosecuted. These actions stemmed from her desire for her attacker’s
well-being and to protect others (Eden, 2011).
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Indeed, Mary provided the participant with the necessary strength to move forward with healing
despite the pain she felt. The participant emulated the virtues Mary embodied and was able to
forgive one of her abusers (see 6.4 Forgiveness).
6.3.3.5 Faith-based Therapy and Support
Berg (2017) posits that therapy and/or counseling are key components of the healing
process. This study also found therapy and counseling to be integral to participants’ well-being
(see 6.7.2 Therapy and Counseling). Some participants wanted faith to be intimately integrated
into their therapy; whereas others preferred non-integrated therapy. For those participants who
preferred a faith-based approach, they found that it allowed them to contextualize their own
traumatic experience within their faith. One participant expressed her appreciation for integrated
therapy as such,
I love the fact that he [the therapist] is faith-based … integrating faith into your life is
very refreshing for someone who believes that the Catholic Church is where she belongs
and that the Catholic Church is the answer for a world that is really alien. (8)
Another participant attributes a great portion of her progress in healing toward her faithbased therapy and support. She explained,
There’s been a lot of healing.… It was through a lot of good Catholic therapy, good
psychotherapy from an integrated Catholic perspective from a good faithful Catholic who
really knew what he was doing and worked with these issues.… [Additionally], a really,
well-grounded confessor [and] spiritual director who met with me [also facilitated
healing]. I look back now, holy cow, oh my gosh, I know [my therapist, spiritual
director, and confessor] were trying to keep me alive … [and] would talk to me a half an
hour to hour every day.” (72)
The understanding that difficulties stem from a combination of psychological, emotional, moral,
and spiritual concerns was helpful for the participant. The ability of her therapist to deal with the
religious realm in conjunction with the participant’s mental health needs provided a more holistic
approach to healing that the participant desired. The spiritual insight not only helped the
116

participant to try and transcend her painful past, but also promoted growth in her faith and love
for God. Pargament and his colleagues (2008) found that integrated therapy for victims of
clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse was particularly beneficial.
Also important to healing was spiritual guidance and support from confessors, spiritual
directors, priests, and parish staff who integrated faith into their interactions with participants.
These individuals all helped participants develop a deeper relationship with and commitment to
God. This was achieved through recommending readings, suggesting or accompanying the
participant in prayer, and encouraging engagement with Catholic activities. However, not all
participants found it easy to find confessors, priests, parishes, and spiritual directors adequately
trained in ministering to victim-survivors of sexual abuse. At her first confession in 17 years,
one participant reported,
I [told him I was] away [from the Church] for 17 years because … a priest raped me.
And, it was like you could hear crickets. And, then he asked, ‘well how many masses did
you miss?’ I felt so unwelcome. (8)
It would be another 10 years before the participant would try to rejoin the Church. She
commented, “I was strong enough to come back. What if someone shows up and they aren’t
strong enough to come back? The chance of helping them is permanently gone” (8). Such
interactions highlight the importance of training and educating clergy members on how to
respond to reports of abuse and how to minister to victim-survivors. Outreach to victimsurvivors is also vital for mending relationships between victim-survivors and the Church. The
priest’s reaction to the participant exacerbated pain and shame that she already felt. The
participant needed understanding and compassion to be received back into the Church.
Another participant explained that she had great difficulty locating a parish where she felt
a deep connection despite “never not believe[ing] in God…or the power of Christ’s love” (42).
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She recalled,
There was actually one sermon … in one of the church’s that I sat in … [and the priest]
was talking about the notion that people who take medications to overcome depression
are people whose belief in God’s grace has faltered. I actually got up and walked out.
(42)
The participant was beyond grateful when she found the Diocese of Arlington and began
attending restorative events there. The Diocese’s integration of faith into the support programs it
offered to victim-survivors was more in line with this participant’s own beliefs, which helped to
facilitate her healing.
Another participant remarked that she had finally started to become active in her parish
community after a member of the staff reached out to her. Slowly she began to trust others and
feel safe and secure again in a Catholic setting. The participant went on to say,
I could just tell [the staff member] anything.... She was someone everyone felt they
could go and talk to about these really difficult theological questions or emotional …
questions and she was able to give you that place of trust and then still keep you on task
with the faith aspect and just let you be [yourself]. (18)
The participant made great strides in her healing with the assistance of this staff member. Then
due to budgetary constraints the woman was laid off. Following her exit, the participant had a
hard time reestablishing an environment in which spiritual healing could thrive. The participant
remarked, “when [survivors] finally find somebody or something that makes us feel safe, it’s a
gift” (18). The importance of trust and safety was paramount for the participants and is
discussed further below (see 6.5 Community).
Other participants took a more psychological approach to therapy, although faith played a
very important role. One participant explained, “for me it has been a very healing psychological
journey that has [been] propelled … [or] fueled, by my faith and … hope” (33). Faith that “there
is a God, and no I don’t understand why this [abuse] happened, but it did” (33). And hope for
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the future as she reclaimed control over her body and thoughts that were taken by the abuse.
This participant did attempt at one point to try and understand why the abuse she endured
happened to her from a Catholic point of view. However, she did not find what she needed to
heal. She explained, “that these things that have happened to me and how I have reacted to them
are actually fairly predictable ... it is a normal psychological reaction [to child sexual abuse]. So,
how can that be sinful?” (33). This pragmatic approach to healing helped the participant make
sense out of her life experiences. Her faith in God supported her through the process. Section
6.7.2 provides a more detailed discussion on therapy and counseling in a non-faith-based setting.
6.3.4

Summary
Faith is not stagnant. It continues to evolve and change over time. Many participants

clung to their faith as the abuse occurred and sought shelter and refuge in the Catholic Church.
They found peace in prayers and comfort in religious activities. However, for some participants,
familiar activities brought them great pain and suffering as they processed or recovered
memories of abuse. The journey back to the Church was arduous and long for many participants.
Healing did not occur without struggle, setbacks, and periods of discouragement for all of the
participants (see Berg, 2017). Yet for those participants who found their way back to God, their
homecoming was life-changing. Indeed, the strength that faith provided to many participants
was transformative. Sacred rites of passage, Catholic doctrine, religious practices, and the lives
of saints all provided guidance to participants on how to live a good life. Faith-based therapy
further helped participants implement these examples into their own lives. Importantly, for some
of the participants faith was not a consistent source of comfort, and for some it was even
disheartening when it no longer made sense to them.
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6.4

Forgiveness
“The hardest thing to do is [to] forgive” (33). This study defined forgiveness as the

letting go of the power that the offense and the offender have over the person, without excusing
or condoning the behavior (Zehr, 1990: 67). This definition resonated with all the participants.
Participants further identified repairing damaged and/or broken relationships as another facet of
forgiveness. Forgiveness allowed many participants to look toward their future with a new
perspective that was not defined or bound by the abuse. These concepts of forgiveness are not
unfamiliar to moral philosophers (see Walker, 2006) and restorative justice theorists (Zehr,
1990).
6.4.1

Understanding Forgiveness
Faith provided a framework through which participants could approach forgiveness. One

participant remarked, “sometimes you have to ask God to [give you] the desire to forgive” (8).
Berg (2017) identified the desire to forgive as the first step toward forgiveness. For some
participants, the theological support for forgiveness was somewhat straightforward (see Zehr,
1990); but this was not the case for everyone. One participant was deeply committed to the
notion of forgiveness; however, she still struggled to understand it conceptually:
[Forgiveness] is a difficult concept for me.… I hear the story of Jesus on the cross. I
hear it. And forgiving our sins, and glorified wounds, and raising from the dead. I hear
it. I am not deaf. I got the story. [I] can even appreciate the significance, but I don’t
conceptualize it. I don’t get it … the whole point of Christianity is forgiveness, and I
don’t have a clue. (18)
Berg (2017) posits that this conundrum is not unheard of since forgiveness within Christian faith
can be paradoxical:
Forgiveness is not a proposal that can be immediately understood or easily accepted; in
many ways it is a paradoxical message. Forgiveness in fact always involves an apparent
short-term loss for a real long-term gain.… Forgiveness may seem like a weakness, but it
demands great spiritual strength and moral courage, both in granting and accepting it.
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(Pope St. John Paul II, 2002).
In other words, “forgiveness involves self-renunciation that is at the same time profoundly selfaffirming” (Berg, 2017: 124).
6.4.2

The Process of Forgiveness
For some participants, forgiveness was a conscious decision (see Berg, 2016), while for

others it was a natural progression in their healing. As one participant stated,
My abuse is multi-faceted, and I have multiple abusers. At some level I have had to
[forgive] each individual involved in each situation. Some of it has been more intentional
and conscious than others. Some of it … just sort of [happened]…. I pray for my
enemies every day, by which I mean anyone who has ever hurt or offended me. (72)
This participant also highlights the importance of prayer in her healing process, which is
discussed in section 6.3.3.2 Prayer.
Many participants described forgiveness as an ongoing process, rather than a singular act.
For one participant,
[Forgiveness] is something that I’ve thought a lot about in the years since this happened,
even while it was going on, because in my case it was over the course of years. I always
knew [forgiveness] was something I was meant to do and it is very easy to just say, ‘I
forgive the person,’ but my experience has been that it very much has got to be a process
because I keep finding things that I need to forgive him for. Not so much recently, but in
college especially, when I sort of assumed that when I was away from high school that
everything would be better, and learning that that wasn’t the case. One sort of has more
experiences and doesn’t have other ones, so one keeps finding things that one should
forgive him for. (12)
The idea of forgiveness as a process was echoed by another participant:
Well, I would say it became a conscious choice. It evolved. It evolved to a point where
it felt like I could [forgive]. It evolved. I didn’t start out saying you know I heard in my
head, ‘forgive for they know not what they do,’ so I guess in some subconscious way that
was the ultimate goal. But I didn’t consciously set out to forgive. I was able to [forgive]
through processing the information and feelings and interacting with them. I guess you
could say it took many, many, many years of therapy and praying and letting go to get
there, because I had to be angry first. And then I got through that and then I had to be
sad, and I got through the sadness, and then I kind of started to come out of that darkness
and see things from a different perspective. Not so much as a wounded child but as an
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adult taking care of a wounded child. (10)
Clearly, victim-survivors confront a complex set of emotions that stem from abuse. Participants
in this study described a range of emotions – anger, resentment, hatred, and vengefulness. Being
abused also caused feelings of disappointment, hurt, sadness, heartbreak, despair, pessimism,
mistrust, helplessness, hopelessness, disgust, anguish, shame, guilt, humiliation, embarrassment,
and fear. Research suggests that such negative emotions impede one’s ability to forgive
(Walker, 2006). That said, it was imperative for participants to experience these negative
feelings in order to forgive. Some theorists have suggested that releasing all negative emotions
is necessary for healing to occur (see Walker, 2006). This study, however, found that
forgiveness allowed certain participants to embrace, rather than release, their negative emotions
in a manner that allowed them to commence healing.
6.4.3

Types of Forgiveness
Participants differentiated between categories of forgiveness: (1) self-forgiveness, (2)

forgiving their abusers, and (3) forgiving those complicit in the abuse, such as parents, siblings,
and the Church.
6.4.3.1 Self-Forgiveness
All participants agreed that some level of self-forgiveness was necessary for healing to
occur. Several participants discussed the role of acceptance in self-forgiveness. As one
participant stated,
Part of this forgiveness is that you’ve got to accept that this is part of you too, and it is
not a flaw. It is just something that happened to you…. And it is when you get to that
point that you realize you are really forgiving yourself. (33)
Another participant further explained the relationship of acceptance in self-forgiveness, when she
said,
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I think for me being able to unravel some of the intellectual elements and make sense of
acts that are completely senseless … it’s being able to channel that pain into different
ways and to be able to overcome the desire to self-destruct.… I don’t know if I have
completely forgiven myself, but I can say that I don’t think about the attack, hardly ever,
like it’s not like it’s something I am wearing as a badge or that it’s something that
everyone can tell I’m damaged kind of thing anymore. And I used to feel that way. And
so, it’s not a matter of me saying, ‘I forgive myself,’ you know it’s just coming to a point
of accepting myself and moving on. (42)
These passages illustrate the transformative power of forgiveness. Forgiveness allows the
experience to become part of a person’s life story, without letting the experience control the
person (Zehr, 1990). As one participant said, “I got to a place where emotionally I felt like I
didn’t feel like a victim, and where I was like this is what happened to me, but this is not what I
want my story to be” (42).
Of all the types of forgiveness, participants found self-forgiveness the hardest:
Most of all I have not forgiven myself. And that is sort of a cliché to say, but it is not so
much that I feel anymore that I have to forgive myself for the abuse.… I am still
embarrassed by my naivete and whatnot, but I don’t think that I have to forgive myself
anymore. I don’t know that is the issue anymore for me. I think it is more – there is still
a lot of self-loathing [e.g. always hurting others, inability to communicate in healthy
ways, constant criticism, negativity, and tendency to withdraw from others to protect
myself against rejection], there is still a lot of hatred, not because of the abuse, but
because of who I am now of which the abuse plays a role. (72)
The lasting impact of sexual abuse is vast (see 6.7.2 Therapy and Counseling). It affects all
aspects of a person’s life. Many participants discussed the concept of blame and the need and
difficultly in overcoming it in order to forgive themselves. As one participant said,
I guess to some extent the healing process has given me a little bit of self-forgiveness. I
think that’s part of it. So, it is strange with the guy who abused me – it’s like I never, I
didn’t get angry with him. I always had a built-in excuse, you know his mental capacity
[i.e., he was developmentally disabled]. So, I didn’t know how to assign him the blame.
I think that the reason forgiveness is difficult for me is because I always find a way to pin
it on myself. Like I have this anger at other people, but at the end of the day it’s me.… I
think externally it is difficult [be]cause I don’t think I fully assign people blame. I think
that it is a part of it. That’s the justice part, is it’s that you actually give the blame where
it is due and then you can forgive. But I don’t know how to do that. So, I think that’s
what I am missing. (18)
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Another participant elaborated on blame and its role as a hurdle to self-forgiveness, saying,
My problem is always blaming myself. It took a long time and therapy to get across the
idea that we all talk about, which is what the Bishop [Loverde] says, ‘we are not to
blame’.… The hardest part of this was to forgive myself, to realize that you weren’t to
blame for any of that either [self-harm, extramarital affairs, deviant sexual behavior, etc.]
Rather it was a normal psychological reaction to being abused. This is child abuse. This
is what the end result of it is. (33)
Despite great strides in healing, three participants felt guilt over not reporting their abuse
at the time it occurred and blamed themselves for others being victimized at the hands of their
abusers. This presented an obstacle to self-forgiveness: “I was so heartbroken to find out that
someone else had experienced abuse at his hands. It could have been stopped” (10). Another
participant remarked, “The thing I mostly blame myself for is not reporting that one. And that
still bothers me, even though intellectually I know it wouldn’t have made a damn bit of
difference” (33). There is a wealth of research on why children and adults do not report sexual
abuse – dissociation, repression, grooming, trauma, fear, and to protect loved ones 93 (Bagley &
King, 1990; Herman, 1997; Holmes & Holmes, 2009; Summit, 1983; Van der Kolk, 2014).
Although many of the participants knew intellectually that there were valid reasons for why they
did not report the abuse, it nevertheless weighed heavily on them as adults and presented an
obstacle for self-forgiveness. As one participant stated,
At the end of the day, had I reported him to somebody at the time, he couldn’t do it to
somebody else. You know. Still, again, this is one of those things where it is still a fact
that there are probably other people who’ve gone through this because I didn’t step up.…
And part of … healing is [that it’s] okay [that I] don’t freak out about that. (18)
Thus, compassion for and understanding of oneself was key to self-forgiveness for some
participants.
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Importantly, one participant found that self-forgiveness was hindered by reporting her sexual assault to the police,
because she was in a constant state of defending herself (see section 6.6.2 The Criminal Justice System for a detailed
discussion of these findings).
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6.4.3.2 Forgiving Abusers and those Complicit in the Abuse
Participants have varied relationships with their abusers: fathers, husbands, close family
members, doctors, camp counselors, spiritual advisors, priests, teachers, acquaintances, friends,
and strangers. It is not uncommon for crime victims to feel the need to understand what
happened to them and seek answers to certain questions that can only be supplied by the persons
who hurt them (Zehr, 1990). Restorative justice can provide situations for which these questions
can be answered in a safe and secure setting.
Participants have also been deeply hurt by those who were complicit in the abuse
(directly or indirectly) by ignoring or dismissing it. These include non-abusing parents, siblings,
and the Catholic Church. It was also important for participants to experience healing related to
these individuals and/or institutions.
Not all participants expressed an interest in speaking with their abusers. For some it was
not an option, as their abuser(s) were deceased 94. For others it was not seen as necessary for
their healing. Still, other participants found forgiving their abusers or those complicit in the
abuse powerful and freeing. One participant, after a great deal of self-reflection and praying,
confronted her abuser. They had an exchange in which they both spoke, and the participant
described the conversation as “the most unbelievable experience” (10). She went from being
scared to death to offering him forgiveness and being unafraid. The participant was able to
regain power that her abuser had taken from her when she was a child. She described the
experience as “freeing” (10). Scripture, prayer, and reflection helped another participant heal
from sexual abuse by her father. She found it helpful to think of her father as a child of God.
That perspective in conjunction with an apology by her father helped to foster forgiveness and
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Estrada-Hollenbeck (1996) has argued that it is possible to forgive in the absence of those who caused the harm.

125

healing for both of them.
Several factors have been found to encourage forgiveness for abusers and those complicit
in the abuse, including an acknowledgment of wrongdoing, acceptance by the offender of
responsibility, and an apology from the offender or surrogate offender (Strang, 2002; Walker,
2006). However, not all abusers or those complicit in abuse acknowledge wrongdoing, accept
responsibility, and apologize for their conduct. One participant explained,
I have just come to where I recognize that he [father who was an abuser] is who he is, and
I don’t know if that is forgiveness or not, but I just recognize that … he is just not capable
right now or ever really of understanding what was done, what he has done, how it has
affected me. (72)
One participant’s mother knew that her husband abused the participant for four years. The
participant has struggled to forgive her mother. Her mother has never acknowledged or
apologized for her role in the abuse, so there has been no accountability or responsibility. This
has hindered the participant’s ability to forgive:
As much as it hurts [my relationship with my mother and sister], as it is a challenge to let
it go … I am not going to be a part of [the cycle of abuse within my family]. I’ll love
from a distance. And it feels okay. It’s okay because neither of them has a clue.
[Laughing]. You know, at all. You know and it’s all right. So that’s a big piece. A big,
big piece of healing for me and being okay with it. (10)
Restoring relationships is a central element of forgiveness as well as restorative justice
(Tavuchis, 1991; Walker, 2006; Zehr, 1990). However, there are circumstances where reestablishing relationships can be damaging to victim-survivors. Forgiveness doesn’t mean
allowing oneself to be abused emotionally or spiritually (Berg, 2017: 117). Thus, letting go of
an abusive relationship or re-establishing new parameters for that relationship is essential for
healing (Eden, 2011; Walker, 2006). One participant explained,
I have just kind of come to where I recognize that he [father] is who he is and I don’t
know if that is forgiveness or not, but I recognize that like he is just not capable right now
or at this place possibly ever of really understanding what was done, what he has done,
126

how it has affected me. He is not capable of giving the kind of support that I would kind
of like to look for and neither is my mom. And anytime I am disappointed, I need to
remind myself … I am expecting something that is irrational for me to expect. They
cannot give what they do not have. And they do not have it to give.… I can be around
them and it doesn’t trouble me like it used to be a really, really, big deal. I guess that is
sort of the peace that I have come to, that I don’t hate him. I feel badly for him.” (72)
Forgiveness can also be extended to organizations or groups such as the Catholic Church.
The Church as an institution played a significant role in the sexual abuse crisis and eroded the
trust of many believers through its cover up and mishandling of the abuse. One participant noted
that “hearing the Pope embarrassed [by the sexual abuse crisis] and the Bishop [in my diocese]
apologize for abuses by the Church helped me move to act on ideas of forgiveness” (64). This
conduct by the Church helped to restore a sense of equilibrium for the participants, and
confidence in institutions and the moral standards of the community (see Walker, 2006: 165).
Participants wanted abusers and those complicit in abuse to be held accountable, and if
relevant, accept punishment and provide amends. Berg (2017) has argued that forgiveness frees
victims from the need for retribution, an apology, or recompense (p. 115). However, the
participants in this study did not find forgiveness to negate the importance of those types of
reparations. As one participant said, “forgiveness doesn’t mean that justice shouldn’t be served”
(33). Other studies have expressed the same sentiment (Courtin, 2015).
6.4.4

Motivation for Forgiveness
Participants identified two motivations for seeking and offering forgiveness: religious

reasons and overall well-being. These motivators have been identified in other studies as well
and linked to overall healing (Covert & Johnson, 2009; Sandage & Jankowski, 2010). Each of
these impetuses are discussed in detail in the following section.
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6.4.4.1 Religious Reasons
The concept of forgiveness was deeply connected to participants’ faith. Participants drew
on the lives of saints, God’s own example, prayer, and scripture to provide strength to persevere
through the forgiveness process. These findings are in line with research by Covert and Johnson
(2009), who found “religious reasons” cited as the most common motivation for forgiving others.
Moreover, extant research suggests that holding a loving concept and merciful image of God
were positively correlated with forgiving others (Tsang, McCullough, & Hoyt, 2005; Webb,
Chickering, Colburn, Heisler, & Hall, 2005). This study also found this to be true.
Several participants, for example, looked to the lives of saints for guidance on
forgiveness. One participant explained,
The remains of Maria Goretti came to our diocese, and I went to see them.... There were
two types of prayer cards, one for her and one for her murderer. I knew [the murderer]
had become very devout and holy after all of this had gone on and he was present at her
canonization … But some of her last words were that she wanted him to be with her in
paradise. And, so I try to think that way. I try to take that example and pray for [my
abuser] more often even when I don’t really have to deal with him and even when I don’t
sort of feel like I want to. My thinking about myself has changed again, to the point
where … this is the path that I have – one shouldn’t compare it to others, and I shouldn’t
think of it as robbing me of things, so I guess we are both just sort of on our own
journeys – and so I pray for him in that way. And I think that’s the best definition of
forgiveness that I feel at the present. (12)
Reflecting on the life of St. Maria Goretti and praying to her helped this participant move toward
forgiveness. The importance of prayer and reflecting on the lives of saints has been found to
promote forgiveness and healing in other studies (Eden, 2011).
Another participant believed following God’s example to forgive those who have caused
harm, saying,
That’s God’s problem. I am going to stay out of it, and I am hoping that God will be just
as merciful to me. And, I find this very healing … it’s hard to encourage someone else to
take a huge step like that [i.e., forgiving], but I try [to endorse the concept of forgiveness
in the restorative events]. So I think [forgiving] has helped my healing more than
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anything because carry[ing] the anger and the resentment and the grudge and whatever
around with you, it’s kind of a heavy weight. And to work on forgiveness … to the
extent that I have, it kind of takes a lot of that weight away.… I did tell people
forgiveness was freeing. (64)
Forgiveness was very therapeutic for this participant, helping to relieve her from feelings of
frustration, anger, pain, and bitterness. Such benefits have been found in extant literature
(Sandage & Jankowski, 2010; Strang, 2002).
According to Eden (2011), prayer is vital to forgiveness because it connects a person with
Christ. She argues that the more one prays for her abusers the more healing that she will receive
(Eden, 2011: 93). One participant described the power of prayer in transforming perspectives
through the following example:
My father passed away in 2008.… [Before that,] I begged – I would sit in front of the
Blessed Sacrament95 asking God to give me forgiveness [be]cause I felt like killing him.
I really did. I just wanted to kill him, I mean it was like, ‘How dare you? How could
you? How dare you ruin so many lives? What did you do? You are a monster.’ (30)
Yet, the participant was able to forgive her father “through the grace of God” (30) after many
years of anger. She went on to explain,
Nobody could understand how I went from hatred to [see] that compassionate side of
him. It is funny because I began finding out about his history and a lot of things that I
never was told or wasn’t said. So, I did forgive him. I took care of him in the hospital. I
changed his diapers.… You know I was at peace. I saw God’s mercy. God gave me the
grace to see what mercy was all about.… I thought it was great.” (30)
Walker (2006) posits that in forgiving one recognizes wrongdoers as fallible human
beings worthy of redemption. This humanization of the wrongdoer certainly resonated with
many participants. One participant recognized that her abuser was only 23 years old when the
abuse took place, which made her start thinking about what his life must have been like to make
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The Blessed Sacrament is the devotional name that refers to the body and blood of Christ in the form of the
consecrated bread and wine that is used to celebrate the Eucharist.
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him do what he did. By humanizing their abusers, participants were able to develop a holistic
view of what had occurred, which allowed them to ultimately forgive their abusers.
In addition to the lives of saints, prayer, and God’s example, another religious reason
identified by participants as helping them forgive was reflecting on scripture. One participant
explained that the
priest was reading a passage of scripture about being a child of God, and he was using
first person and how much, ‘I love you, you’re my child and come to me and you know
let me take good care of you.’ It was like an epiphany that day. It’s like ‘oh my God, I
get it now.’ (10)
The participant went on:
[I] spent a lot of time praying, and anger released when I started thinking of the abuser as
a child of God. Just like I am a child of God … so I was just able to put in a different
perspective where I knocked on the door of forgiveness. True forgiveness and
understanding. I spent a lot of time reflecting on what had happened and wrote a letter
that was full of anger and one full of forgiveness to one of my abusers. I happened to be
in the same town as the abuser and decided to go see him. I didn’t give him the letter, but
we did talk. And it was unbelievable. It was just the most unbelievable experience. It’s
so freeing. It was a turnaround moment. I was scared. I was scared to death. I
approached him and said, ‘I forgive you for what you did and I’ll pray for you.’ It was a
wonderful exchange … and I left not afraid anymore. I wasn’t afraid anymore. I didn’t
have to be afraid of him. That’s what I walked away with his forgiveness and the fear
was gone.… It was remarkable. (10)
This participant found empowerment through forgiveness. Forgiveness released her from pain,
fear, and negative emotions that had been consuming her. She experienced a transformation
where she was no longer defined by the abuse. Research shows that restoring autonomy and
self-control in one’s life following trauma is critical to healing (Zehr, 1990).
6.4.4.2 Overall Well-Being
Another strong motivator for forgiveness is overall well-being (Covert & Johnson, 2009;
Sandage & Jankowski, 2010). Forgiveness was intensely personal for the participants and was
described as more about themselves than their abusers or those complicit in the abuse. As one
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participant said,
If I do not forgive, if I hold on to it, it’s like taking that shard of my shattered self and
grabbing onto it very tightly, and who am I hurting? I am hurting myself. I am keeping
myself back from what God intended me to be, and the other person who did the hurting
of me, they’re scot-free, doing whatever they want to do. So, it really doesn’t matter to
them if I have forgiven them. It only matters to me. I’ve allowed myself to move on
from that pain and suffering. It takes time. It is not easy. I may not complete it in this
lifetime, but that’s not the point. The point is that I am in the process of doing it. (8)
Another participant echoed the same sentiments, saying that she would continue on the path
toward forgiveness of her attackers for her own well-being.
Importantly, forgiveness in no way excuses or condones the offense. What happened was
wrong, and forgiveness will not change that. But forgiveness enabled participants to free
themselves from pain associated with the abuse and begin to heal. One participant explained,
I look at forgiveness as a way to take me off the hook. Forgiveness is really about me.
Far more about me than the other person. So when I forgive someone for something that
they have done it is not about forgetting what happened, it’s not about saying what they
did was okay. What it is, is me giving what happened back to God. Allowing God to
deal with it in his just way, and giving me an opportunity to move on in my life. Sounds
easy, [but it’s] exceptionally hard. (8)
In addition to her own well-being, this participant found peace when she trusted her faith in God.
Another participant explained how forgiveness helped relieve the burden she felt as it
related to the abuse, which ultimately improved her overall well-being. She explained,
Jesus said, ‘forgive and you shall be forgiven’ and another place in scriptures it says,
‘you judge, so you shall be judged.’ Let’s face it. I don’t want to be judged negatively.
So I started working on [forgiveness]. It got to the point where I could say, ‘Lord,
forgive these guys.’ When my former husband [who had abused me] died … my first
thought was that I hope he went to hell. Shortly thereafter, I thought, ‘what good would
that do me?’ And so, since I already had this idea in the back of my head about
forgiveness. I thought, Lord forgive him, it won’t help me a bit if he goes to hell, so
forgive him. I worked on that for a number of years.… I pray that God forgives all his
sins, especially as they related to his relationship with me. So, uh forgive him for all of
his sins and do not punish him for them. And then after several years, I got to thinking,
why not forgive the others too? If I could forgive my former husband, and these guys
were long dead, and I am quite sure I hadn’t seen them in however many years, why not
forgive them too. So, I did and its uh effectively a weight off my shoulders. Not
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everyone can forgive. I did offer the indulgences, the prayers for no punishment for all
seven of [my abusers]. (64)
6.4.5

Forgiveness and Community Support
In addition to various actions discussed above that encouraged forgiveness among

participants, including acknowledgement of wrongdoing, acceptance of responsibility, and an
apology by the abusers and/or those complicit in the abuse, participants identified another
facilitator of forgiveness: community support. One participant said,
I think [the] humanistic approach that is just people coming together is one of the most
beautiful aspects of the group and the Church, and I think really for me it allowed myself
to be able to forgive some of the people in my life who didn’t know what to say [or] said
anything negative or emotionally damaging things to me both times. (42)
Communities can make a great difference in whether a victim-survivor feels capable of
forgiving, regardless of whether the wrongdoer participates in a restorative event (Walker, 2006).
The sense of community may give victim-survivors a sense of emotional stability, which allows
them to accept or grant forgiveness (Walker, 2006). Walker (2006) also warns that victimsurvivors can be driven into self-destructive behaviors and thoughts when they sense there is no
community of support (Walker, 2006: 166). Support from others in the community was also
found to be a critical component of the overall healing process and is discussed in more detail in
section 6.5 Community.
6.4.6

Summary
Victim-survivors’ choice to forgive or not forgive deserve to be respected (Walker, 2006:

180). There is no “right” answer to whether someone should forgive or not. It is a deeply
personal and moral question. Forgiveness requires great courage and strength on the part of the
victim-survivor. The fact that all participants in the study had sought or given forgiveness or had
the desire to forgive is a testament to the resiliency of the human spirit. Some theorists have
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argued that because some acts of violence are so reprehensible, forgiveness is so valuable
(Arendt, 1958). Walker (2006) argues that forgiveness provides an opportunity to restore trust
and hope in humanity.
Indeed, forgiveness was beneficial for participants who had experienced it. For many
participants, it was a conscious decision that was driven by religion and/or the desire to improve
their overall well-being. As discussed above, forgiveness is an ongoing process involving not
only the participants, but also abusers and those complicit in the abuse. Participants identified
several conditions that facilitated forgiveness – accepting of responsibility, acknowledging
wrongdoings, an apology from those who harmed the participants, and community support. Zehr
(1990) also found these conditions to support forgiveness in his research. Although repairing
relationships was an integral aspect of forgiveness, the participants also recognized that in some
cases terminating relationships was most beneficial to their healing. The process of forgiveness
helped to identify which relationships were worth saving and which were not.
6.5

Community
The degree to which victim-survivors feel isolated following sexual assault cannot be

overstated. Crime victims often feel lost not only within themselves, but also within the larger
community (Neiderbach, 1986: 9). Therefore, it was not surprising that community emerged as
an integral element of healing. Community is not necessarily a physical or geographic entity
(Marshall, 1998; McCold & Wachtel, 1998). Restorative justice proponents define community
by the presence of connectedness and relationships: a community of interest or a community of
care (Braithwaite, 1989; Van Ness & Strong, 2010). This study found that definition resonated
with nearly all of the participants. Indeed, many participants found a community within the
Arlington Diocese, specifically through the restorative events offered to victims of abuse.
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Participants found strength in meeting, talking, and encouraging other victim-survivors in a
group setting (see Pranis, 2005; see Van Ness & Strong, 2010). The community formed by the
participants provided an environment where they felt sufficiently secure and cared for so that
they could delve into feelings and fears associated with victimization, and ultimately redefine
and redirect their lives (see Van Ness & Strong, 2010). As discussed in more detail in this
section, this study identified five components of community: (1) being part of a group, (2) a
sense of inclusivity, (3) shared experience, (4) emotional exchange, and (5) an intimate setting.
6.5.1

Being Part of a Group
Many victim-survivors withdraw from other people and social interactions following

sexual abuse (Nathanson, 1992). Those participants who felt isolated reported that being part of
a group of victim-survivors attending restorative events was a source of positive social
interactions and support: “It is not just the actual participation, but when you walk out of there,
you still are walking with that group mentally and emotionally” (10). In fact, many participants
forged relationships that extended beyond the restorative events. Participants found strength in
gathering, talking, and encouraging one another to continue their individual healing journeys.
The positive effects of the group extended beyond the restorative events and permeated into
participants’ daily lives.
Connecting with others can be very difficult for victim-survivors. Not surprisingly, the
social bonding element of being part of a group was very important to participants. Bonding
with others alleviated feelings of isolation. Sharing meals and socializing before and after
restorative events helped to bond group members. Meals provided opportunities to build
relationships in informal settings. One participant remarked,
I really enjoyed [dinners with the Bishop and prayer services] because …we’re being
social, we’re eating, we’re breaking bread together.… It’s not just going into a room in a
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circle and talking about things that are really hard to talk about. (10)
Bazemore and Schiff (2005) also found sharing refreshments during restorative encounters
fosters healing, as it helps to rebuild connections between people. Importantly, these personal
connections lay the foundation for building a community of support that is vital to healing
(Braithwaite, 1989; Van Ness & Strong, 2010).
Participants greatly appreciated the fact that victim-survivors who attended restorative
events in the Arlington Diocese were at different points in their healing journeys. One
participant remarked that hearing other people’s stories helped to “overcome my guilt and blame
that I placed on myself” (42). Moreover, listening to others’ experiences gave participants a
feeling of connectedness. It also helped reduce anxiety among participants. Additionally, it
helped them to understand their own history (see Berg, 2017). One participant explained,
I think the beauty of the group is [that] everyone is in a different place when they come
in, and there were people there that talked about their experiences, [which] was very
helpful for me to deal with things that I am dealing with. (10)
Another participant commented, “It made me feel like a sense of Godly love and care because …
I could just feel the times when someone was saying exactly what I needed to hear at the moment
I needed to hear it” (42).
Building this community of care around the participants through social bonding was
important. It helped them to realize that they were not alone in their thoughts, feelings, or
experiences, which was comforting. Participants also found hope from being part of this group
of victim-survivors. One participant explained,
I realized I might be able to help [others] because I am a little farther down the road then
some of them and some of my experiences might be able to give [other victim-survivors]
hope and strength to carry on. (10)
One participant felt strongly that it was her obligation to share her healing journey to inspire
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those victim-survivors in the group who were struggling to take that next step, whatever it might
be. Indeed, participants found this type of sharing beneficial. As stated by one participant,
Having that person who has been through it, and a little bit further along in the journey,
helps you realize, I can get there too, or maybe that is my next step. So a group like the
Diocese group, which has all kinds of members in different places, is very helpful. (8)
Importantly, such perspectives helped participants begin to see a future for themselves that was
not consumed by the abuse.
By sharing their experiences and their healing journeys, participants helped others heal
(see Berg, 2017). One participant said, “a lot of people have come to me appreciating my
comments. And that feels good. That is part of the healing when you can [help] everybody else”
(33). Knowing that participants were helping other victim-survivors also gave the participants a
sense of purpose. As one participant explained,
To be sitting with the group and to have that sense of there being a greater plan and there
being a greater purpose to all of the pain and hurt … is one of the greatest gifts the group
gives…. If I can pay it forward in this world to people who have helped me and … if
there is one thing that I said that helps someone else … that is more than enough for me.
Once again it is being able to find a sense of purpose … being able to feel like you still
have value and worth after acts that can degrade an individual to the point where they feel
that they have no inherent worth. To be able to do things that make you feel like your life
and experience [have] value and meaning is ultimately what made it possible for me to be
on to the track to healing and move forward in my healing. (42)
This need to find meaning among victim-survivors is well-documented in the literature (Zehr,
1990). The participant went on to say, “To have that kind of community and to be able to pour
myself into [it] – it is really important to feel like I am participating, and I am part of something
greater than myself” (42). It is within this community that participants can began to examine
their pain and move forward in their healing.
6.5.2

Sense of Inclusivity
A sense of belonging, being accepted as a member of the group, was essential to healing.
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All the participants in this study felt that they were “not normal” and that they didn’t belong in
society. This feeling of being different was painful and isolating for the participants. The
restorative events countered these feelings. Participants felt welcome and accepted by others in
attendance. The notion of feeling welcome was a reoccurring theme among participants. One
participant explained the importance:
We help each other. We’re supporting each other…. We had a wonderful retreat in
November and there were people … there for the very first time. And the comfort in that
is that we all know what it is like to be there for the very first time. So as a circle we kind
of wrap our arms around that person and lift them up. [We] say, ‘we are glad you are
here,’ and they understand what we are saying. It’s a relief and a release – I can be, I can
let go and be myself. I can be this person that needs to heal. I don’t have to be strong
like I am out there. I can really be me in here. (10)
Being open and honest to a welcoming group provided participants an opportunity be their
authentic selves as they examined painful emotions. This authenticity helped fuel healing among
participants.
Even small gestures by the Office of Victim Assistance made a great impact on the lives
of the participants. One participant remarked that the
[Office of Victim Assistance] have been very present. I get some sort of correspondence
from them like every three weeks, reminding me of things coming up or sending a little
prayer card or something. So, I think that is great … even though I haven’t been
involved that long. (12)
This sense of being an accepted member of a group assisted in breaking down feelings that
participants were outsiders. This sense of belonging was important even if a participant chose
not to participate in an event – being invited made a difference.
Another participant sat outside a church in which a prayer service for victims of abuse
was being held. She had to “will” herself to the door (8). When she got there, the door opened,
and a victim assistance coordinator welcomed the participant inside and led her to a seat.
Afterwards, the coordinator invited the participant to a reception and to the next event. Between
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the kindness that was shown to the participant and the experience of the restorative event, she
explained that “I went from sure I was going to kill myself to there was hope for me” (8). A
sense of belonging helped this participant to see value in life and to cope with painful emotions.
She explained that she truly believed that the Arlington Diocese “literally saved [her] life” (8).
Just as feelings of acceptance can facilitate healing, feelings of exclusion can hinder
healing. One participant contacted the Arlington Diocese to learn more about the programs that
they offered. When she met with a victim assistance coordinator, the participant was
immediately asked to sign a liability waiver. She explained, “it felt so transactional and not
geared towards healing that [I] left and did not come back for over a year” (64). She continued,
“it made me very angry, and so I pulled away” (64). A year later she received an invitation to
attend a restorative event, at which point she “felt that [she] was welcome and could go” (64).
She stressed the importance of training staff to interact with victim-survivors 96: “I didn’t have a
whole lot trust. What little trust I did have went out the window [with that first experience].…
Trust is hard to rebuild” (64). For this participant, the invitation countered her previous feelings
of being unwanted, having no value, and being “tainted goods” (64). She felt a sense of
belonging that had been missing from her previous encounter with the victim assistance
coordinator.
Another participant also reported feeling ostracized by the Office of Victim Assistance.
The participant had expressed interest in programming at the Diocese and was instead directed to
various parishes in Washington, DC. Not surprisingly, this made the participant feel very
unwelcome, and it took her another four years before she was comfortable reaching out to the
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See 6.3.3.5 Faith-Based Therapy for a further discussion on training and education for members of the clergy that
interact with victim-survivors.
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Diocese again. She reported still being disappointed that she does not always receive invitations
to events or have her telephone calls returned, but for her, the benefits of being part of the group
in Arlington outweigh her dismay.
It should be noted that this participant’s experience was isolated. Other participants
reported that inclusiveness is central to the programming in the Arlington Diocese, which is
intended for all abuse victims and others affected by abuse. Nearly all the participants
mentioned the benefits of the breadth of different persons attending restorative events.
Participants were able to consider various viewpoints and experiences, which aided in their
healing. As one participated noted, “[It] is super valuable … if you are looking at it [from] a
problem-solution standpoint…. [There are] a lifetime of problems and difficulties and no real
clear-cut solutions. It feels almost like you are in a brainstorming group” (42).
6.5.3

Shared Experience
A common experience, such as sexual abuse or assault, can bind people together in a

profound way. One participant explained,
You know the first time that anyone comes in [to a restorative event], you are all
strangers. You know that whether people share or whether you know exactly what their
story is or whether you don’t know their story, you know there is a shared experience that
automatically forms a community. [This is] because of [an] unspoken or perhaps spoken
pain and experience that everyone has been through in some capacity or another. (42)
Berg (2017) contends that individuals who have never been sexual assaulted truly have
no idea what victim-survivors have gone through (p. 41). As reported by nearly all of the
participants, this leads to a sense of isolation. Research describes this as a division of the world
into those who understand how victim-survivors feel and those who do not (Van der Kolk,
2014). Consequently, participants expressed great comfort in discussing their emotions and
experiences with fellow survivors, which helped them realize that they were not “freaks” (33, 42,
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64, 72). As one participant explained it,
I think most of us, if not all of us, survivors feel like we’re a little bit different, and we
can’t help but feel that way because we are different, we are not like everyone else
because of our experiences. And by having this group to participate in we all have we all
share some commonality in the fact that we are survivors. And that we are not alone.
(10)
Many participants shared similar thoughts: one said, “That was a big part of healing. I think
coming to know that I was not alone in some of these experiences, which came about mostly
through the support group meetings in the Diocese” (72), while another said, “I now know …
that I am not alone. That this is not unique to me” (33). Another participant found that having
that shared experience
helped me feel less ostracized. I didn’t feel like … such a freak for having some of the
challenges … or … struggles that I was having. It made me feel … like I was on a team,
and we were all working together to try and support one another.… It feels like you are
able to come together and take what you need and to give what you need. (42)
Another participant explained it as follows:
Trust is shattered whether you are abused one time or a million times. [To] have a place
where people understand when you say a couple words – they get it. So other survivors
who can be there when you say I am feeling really bad. You know I understand exactly
what you are talking about. No words need to be spoke[n]. (8)
Clearly, this shared experience fostered a sense of community among the participants that was
integral to their healing processes. Affect theorists posit that it is through sharing experiences
that empathy (1) forms among those present in a group and (2) fosters a collective vulnerability
or a feeling that “it is not just me who feels this way” (Thorsborne, 2016: 41). This bonds those
present and leads to a shared understanding of harm that can foster emotional transformations
during restorative events and leave participants feeling more connected.
Interestingly, for some participants, this connectedness surpassed the intimacy of other
relationships in their lives. One participant explained it as follows:
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I can talk to someone in the group in the same way that I might talk to someone in my
family circle, and the group would get it. [My] family circle [laughing] just wouldn’t.
So that’s what makes [the group] so valuable. (10)
Another participant echoed this same feeling – that the members of the group understood each
other’s lives more intimately than family members:
I think in a lot of ways the people in that group probably know me better than most
people in my life. They know me because of the pain that I shared, but … also the
joyfulness that I could exhibit as well.… I just think you form these relationships with
people who you … may see once a year, but in some respects, they are some of the most
important relationships that I have ever formed. (42)
It is worth noting that the program recognizes the importance of memorializing the
connectedness felt by the participants during the restorative event. The victim assistance
coordinators distributed mementos to participants (e.g., rosary, crucifix, statue, or journal) to
serve as reminders of the emotions felt during the restorative event. As one participant
explained,
There is a physical memento, so that … you can’t really forget [the restorative event]
because you have a crucifix or a book or a statue, a journal – something that they gave
you at the end of the night to remember that you have been there. And you might only
ever go to one [restorative event] and [yet] they still give you that thing. [It] remind[s]
[us] that somebody does listen, somebody does care, and … it is not our fault. Those are
things that we need to keep hearing over and over again. (72)
Participants needed to be reminded of their worth and that they were not alone on this journey.
The restorative justice literature has shown similar benefits of such mementos commemorating
shared experiences (Braithwaite, 1989).
6.5.4

Emotional Exchange
Loss of trust is prevalent among survivors of sexual abuse (Holmes & Holmes, 2009).

Learning to trust others again is a major challenge for victim-survivors and a slow process
(Bagley & King, 1990; Van der Kolk, 2014). One participant reported that it took her two years
to get up the courage to talk to a priest in her diocese about the abuse. It took another participant
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nearly 25 years to fully trust her therapist. Because of the bond formed at restorative events,
participants were able to quickly trust and be vulnerable with one another. This allowed
participants to candidly express their emotions at these events, which was part of their healing
process. One participant explained the benefit to watching others being vulnerable:
The ability to share emotions – many survivors have had to shut their emotions down just
to survive. So if a tear eeks out, nobody freaks out. I mean, it is okay. It is allowed.
And seeing the lead of Bishop – he cries for us. Or somebody else does that. Or
somebody is angry. And we’re showed how to do that appropriately, because anger is
not a problem. It is just how you express it. So someone actively showing you how to
actively express these emotions. (8)
Participants noted that it was not only being vulnerable and sharing darker emotions that
furthered healing, but also the experience of sharing joy. One participant explained,
There is also laughter. There is a lot of laughter, and there is so much less accusation and
negativeness than you would actually think.… I mean it could have been a bitch session
totally, but it’s not. It’s life affirming. (8)
The expression of both positive and negative feelings assisted with forming human connections
among participants and reintegrating participants back into the community (see Nathanson, 1998;
see Thorsborne, 2016: see Wachtel, 2016). One participant described the feeling of experiencing
other participants’ vulnerability as
the diversity of experience…. [It] puts a face on something that could seem really scary
and insurmountable in terms of trying to heal…. But I was just so moved and so touched
by so many of the people there who were just so kind and understanding and became
extended family in a way – people who I would pray for and people for whom their
happiness [I prayed for]…. People would talk about individual successes, you know
things like that…. [The successes were] a shared joy for the group. (42)
Participants did not feel like a “burden” in this group because they felt that the group
“understood”:
I feel so blessed that … when I was … trying to get out of the deepest trenches of
depression and trauma that … I was within the Diocese of Arlington. To be able to be a
part of this group … I think that it was one of the things that saved me. Just to have
people that cared and who understood, and who I also felt less guilty sharing things with
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because I didn’t feel like I was unnecessarily burdening them with anything. They were
people for all intents and purposes who could handle it. Because they understood and …
I wasn’t being judged. (42)
The concern of burdening other people with their issues was pervasive among the participants.
However, it is clear from the participants’ comments that participating in restorative events and,
moreover, being able to speak openly with other victim-survivors reduced that concern, which
allowed participants to reconnect to and foster a sense of community.
Although nearly all of the participants expressed the benefits of open dialogues, one
participant felt that she could not talk freely about her feelings, which hurt the efficacy of the
restorative event for that participant. In particular, that participant felt censored when she sought
clarification for contradictions between comments made by Pope Francis related to child abuse
and her understanding of Catholicism. She had raised her concerns about the contradictions with
the victim assistance coordinators, who strongly suggested that she not discuss these concerns at
an upcoming restorative event. It was “too hot button” (18). She got the impression that she
should not “ruin [the experience] for everyone else” (18). The participant went on to say,
I went [anyway]. I listened to everyone, and I was dying to [ask about the contradiction],
but I didn’t.… I realized that the group wasn’t for me.… If there are restrictions on what
you can talk about.… It was always about protecting – you know we can’t trash the
Pope.… [W]e can’t be honest, is what it comes down to. (18)
She stopped attending the events because she felt that she could not be in a place where she was
“restricted” in expressing her emotions (18). This illustrates the importance to healing of not
only the exchange of emotion but also the unfettered ability to exchange that emotion.
6.5.5

Intimacy
Intimacy – i.e., a close, familiar, affectionate atmosphere – was found to be conducive to

healing for the participants. For some, intimacy was immediate, while for others, it developed
over time. Participants also did not experience intimacy across the same restorative settings. For
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example, some participants felt overexposed in masses and prayer services, both of which were
open to the public. One participant commented about the loss of intimacy she felt at mass, “if
you go and you’re mourning, it’s obvious that you are mourning. You sort of lose your privacy”
(72). Another participant expressed concerns about having too much intimacy before she was
ready to be vulnerable: “The prayer services are small. And these are a more intimate setting and
they may be easier for people to walk into. For me it was the hardest because it was smaller. It
was so much more intimate” (8).
Fundamentally, it was important for participants to feel comfortable in order to share and
express their emotions. The more secure and cared for the participants felt, the more they were
able to work through emotions and begin to heal. Given the level of intimacy with which victims
were comfortable, it was important for different types of programming to be available to
participants97. Some participants found the level of intimacy at masses to be “very powerful”
(8). Another participant explained it as such:
The Bishop came for a mass for those who were sexually abused, especially by clergy.…
It [was advertised in] the bulletin and [included] a very nice reception.… The church was
pretty close to full … and to me, it meant a lot to see the number of people that came,
[including] a choir that sang … and you know no one was singled out or anything like
that, but it’s just the fact that it was open and admitted to and let’s all pray for this … that
really made it better ... [it] was good to know indeed that there was a lot of support a lot
of people caring. (64)
Nearly all the participants found the support groups and retreats to be particularly intimate
environments. One participant remarked, “without a doubt [the support groups and retreats]
were key components to my progress and my healing” (33).
For some of the participants, intimacy came from knowing other participants for many
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It was not the number of restorative events that a participant attended, rather it was the type of event chosen by the
participant that contributed to healing. Therefore, choice regarding which restorative event a participant participated
in was essential to healing (RQ₁).
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years. For others, it stemmed from a feeling of safety within the restorative event. As one
participant put it,
I was so grateful to find [the Diocese of Arlington]. They’re very protective and very
nurturing, and they make it a safe environment to be in. The more you go, the more you
know that; and so it makes it even better. (10)
A feeling of safety was paramount for all the participants, as they examined and explored their
own pain related to abuse. Steps to make victim-survivors feel safe (physically and emotionally)
are important because they allow victim-survivors to deal more effectively with trauma (Van
Ness & Strong, 2010: 99). Moreover, safety encourages honesty (Starbuck, 2016).
6.5.6

Summary
Many victim-survivors struggle with the loss of trust in humanity and institutions within

the community following their victimization. Van Dijk (1988) posits that “an expression of care
and solidarity by the community whose integrity is at stake” can foster healing (as cited in
Strang, 2002: 26). Community can assist with re-establishing a sense of security and faith in
social mores and institutions (Strang, 2002). Communal support can also make a great
difference in whether victim-survivors will be inclined to reconnect with the world around them
(Walker, 2006: 38). It takes great strength to pursue healing, and having the additional support
of other victim-survivors aided participants in the healing process.
6.6

Procedural Justice
Nearly all of the participants recommended the restorative programming provided by the

Arlington Diocese (eight out of nine participants). Although restorative events are designed to
hold offenders accountable for their actions, five of the nine participants also wanted the
offenders to be held accountable in a more formal and/or public manner (i.e., by the criminal
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justice system and/or the Church).98 An additional participant expressed interest in legal options,
if they had been available: “Now I could see me at this stage if my abusers were alive … that I
would have sought some sort of legal remedy” (33). This need for validation, recognition, and
condemnation from wider society among survivors is not uncommon (Courtin, 2015; Van Camp,
2011; Van Camp & Wemmers, 2013). Van Camp (2011) found that broader recognition helped
to lessen survivors’ self-blame and guilt.
This section examines the participants’ views on the ability of the criminal justice system,
Church proceedings, and restorative events to address the participants’ needs 99. The theory of
procedural justice has been utilized to better understand why participants were satisfied with
certain proceedings over others. Procedural justice theorists posit that satisfaction is linked to
procedural factors related to fairness and justice. Studies have found that voice, respect, trust,
and neutrality are crucial to the assessment of fairness (Tyler, 2000) 100. Although procedural
justice has been extensively tested and researched 101, the application of procedural justice to
victimology is limited (see Van Camp, 2011).
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Importantly, this need for public accountability did not equate necessarily to punishment. As one participant
remarked, “I want someone to acknowledge that [the abuse] happened … [and] that it was real.… And I want
someone to do something about it. It doesn’t mean restricting. I don’t want him in jail” (18). Other research studies
have found similar results among victims of crime (Van Camp & Wemmers, 2013).
99
This section answers RQ₅ regarding the ability of the criminal justice system and church proceedings to provide
participants with healing.
100
The survey provided to the participants conceptualized procedural justice in terms of Tyler’s work from the early
1990s (i.e., confidence in the impartiality of the process, ethicality of the process, lack of bias in the process, belief
that errors could be corrected, and sense of control over the process). The analysis, however, draws on his later
studies that reformulated and relabeled certain criteria, i.e., voice, neutrality, trust, and respect (see Colquitt, 2001;
Tyler, 2000). These elements encompass the same concepts as Tyler’s earlier work, but utilize different terminology.
101
Sizable research has been conducted in the area of organizational psychology concerning human resource
management and to a lesser extent within the criminal justice field concerning offenders compliance with the law
following domestic violence situations (Colquitt, 2001; Paternoster, Brame, Bachman, & Sherman, 1997; Van
Camp, 2011).
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6.6.1

Reporting Sexual Abuse
Re-establishing a sense of control over one’s life is particularly important to enable

victims of crime to heal following trauma (Herman, 1997). One way to reassert control is by
reporting the abuse to the proper authorities – in the case of this study, law enforcement,
employers, and/or the Church. The decision to report the abuse was not an easy decision for any
of the participants. For some participants, reporting was all they could do, whereas others
embarked on the journey through the criminal justice process and/or Church proceedings.
Participants faced impediments and challenges in seeking redress and justice through the
criminal justice system and the Church. They suffered additional harms, including minimization
of truths – participants reported that accounts of abuse were dismissed, ignored, curtailed, and/or
misunderstood. One participant found that seeking justice was a huge investment of time,
money, and resources. She was attacked far from her home and would be responsible for flying
across the country and taking time off work to pursue charges against her attacker. In the end,
she decided not to pursue criminal charges.
6.6.2

The Criminal Justice System
The 1970s were marked with influential legislative and institutional changes in the

United States to better meet the needs of victims (Caringella, 2009). These reforms included the
re-definition of sexual offenses; the adoption of new evidentiary rules, victims’ bills of rights,
statutory offenses, and penalties; the creation of dedicated sex crimes units in police departments
and prosecutors’ offices; the introduction of rape crisis centers, crisis counselors, victim
advocates, victim compensation funds, forensically trained nurses and doctors, and victim impact
statements; and increased education and awareness.
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Despite the efforts of the victims’ rights movement, it is well-documented that the
criminal justice system continues to revictimize survivors of sexual abuse (Terry, 2012; Zehr,
1990). Sadly, the participants reported experiences of re-victimization by the criminal justice
system. One participant explained,
I completely understand why people don’t report the abuse that happens to them because
… the system – it is almost like it re-victimizes you. You’re put on trial basically when
you report sexual abuse. They … video-tape you and … you basically have to testify
how you know that you were raped…. It polarizes people, and it makes people who have
been raped feel like what happened to them is shameful in a way – that they have done
something that is shameful – when it is something that was shameful that was done to
them.… The burden of proof is essentially … upon the person who has been attacked.
(42)
Defense strategies used in court can also delay uncovering the truth and acknowledging the
victimization of the survivor, thereby slowing down the healing process (see Courtin, 2015).
The participant continued,
They asked what I was wearing and why I destroyed it.… All of this kind of set up so
that someone who is in an already weakened state of mental capabilities … You feel like
you start to doubt if you were really objectively looking at what happened. I felt like I
was absolving myself in court.… It really opened my eyes, and I think part of that
process hindered my ability to forgive myself more expediently because I was in a place
of constant[ly] having to defend myself. I mean it is a really ugly process. (42)
Even programming designed by the criminal justice system to assist victims may serve to revictimize abuse survivors. The same participant continued,
They formed a tribunal to determine … what percentage of culpability I had in the rape.
And [based] upon that percentage, they determined the percentage of funding that they
gave me to help cover expenses, including medical expenses. (42)
Tyler and Lind (1992) found that the degree to which an individual is treated with dignity
and respect greatly affected his or her sense of fairness and value within a community.
Participants in this study also tied the importance of being treated with respect to their overall
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satisfaction with restorative events and their healing process 102. The aforementioned actions by
the criminal justice system undermine a victim-survivor’s self-worth. It is not surprising that the
participants who were involved in the criminal justice process were not satisfied with the
outcome of their cases.
In fact, because of her poor experience with the court system, one participant had to let
go of the idea of justice, and therefore healing, being achieved through the court system. Instead,
she had to reconceptualize what justice meant for her. She explained,
I [have to believe that] people [who] would do something like that [sexually abuse
another human being] will be punished in another lifetime, in another way that I cannot
fathom for what they have done. And it’s not that I think about it in a vengeful way, it’s
just that’s how I kind of closed the chapter on them, because the more I think about them
and think about what they have done to impact my life, it gives them more power. And I
really believe insofar as much as individuals had power over me it was at the time of the
attack, and that time has passed because I am bigger than both of [my abusers], and my
ability to overcome is greater than their weakness and desire to try and exhibit power in a
way that … is impactful and hurtful and damaging. But it did not destroy me. (42)
The conception of justice as reclaiming power from an abuser is powerful and well-documented
in trauma literature (Herman, 1997).
6.6.3

Church Proceedings
In the criminal justice system, victims value being treated with care by legal

representatives, court officials, and law enforcement; having their accounts validated; and being
treated politely and with respect (Courtin, 2015; Strang, 2002). Courtin (2015) argues that this
behavior is also important in non-court settings, such as Church proceedings. Extant research
shows that victims who reported abuse to the Church wanted to be treated respectfully and to
experience a process that was transparent and fair (Courtin, 2015: 29). In this study, however,
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See 6.6.4 Restorative Events and Procedural Justice for a more detailed description of this topic.
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not all participants who reported abuse to the Church were afforded the respect and dignity that
they felt they deserved, nor were they kept apprised of any investigation.
One participant filed a complaint against a priest who was abusive toward her as an adult.
The complaint involved three dioceses – the diocese where the abuse took place, the diocese
where the priest was then assigned, and the diocese in which the participant reported the abuse.
The difference in the response that she received from these three dioceses is stark. The diocese
where the abuse occurred, “never even acknowledged ... that they had ever even received a
report” (72). The participant later learned that this diocese did confirm receipt of the complaint
with the diocese where she reported the abuse. However, a lack of acknowledgement and direct
correspondence by the diocese where the abuse took place made her feel more alienated and
excluded from the process. It also added unnecessary stress to the participant’s life. The victim
assistance coordinator for the priest’s then-current diocese spoke with her on a handful of
occasions, but was unable to provide any ongoing assistance, such as therapy. She did speak
with the bishop of that diocese for 30 minutes. “That was helpful,” she said (72). But again, the
assistance ended with that conversation. In contrast, the diocese where she reported the abuse
had been very accommodating and not only provided her with regular counseling, but also
additional support. Importantly, the reaction by the diocese where she reported the abuse had
been instrumental in the participant’s healing journey.
Victim-survivors want to be heard and to be involved in the pursuit of justice as it relates
to their victimization. This is what procedural justice theorists refer to as process control or
voice (Tyler, 2000). The initial victimization left participants disoriented and devastated. The
depersonalization of the Church proceedings and the feelings of being excluded only added to
feelings of alienation. For example, a participant was frustrated with the half-hearted response
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she had received from the diocese after reporting boundary issues with a permanent deacon,
against whom she had considered obtaining a restraining order. She explained,
I had asked … the head of personnel at that time for the diocese … to keep this guy away
from me.... But they apparently couldn’t control him.… I was just terrified of going out
in public and anywhere where he might be. That did not help the whole healing
process.… I don’t know [if] he is still in active ministry.… [The diocese] said that
they’ve offered him counseling. He doesn’t think he needs it.… So where does that
leave us? I think in some sense … the Bishop’s hands were tied, but in another sense
from a personnel angle … maybe there could have been more that was done. [Maybe] I
was not made aware of some of what was done, I don’t know. (72)
Another participant was reluctant to report the abuse to law enforcement and the Church,
but nevertheless did. In the year following the report to the Arlington Diocese, the participant’s
abuser was promoted to principal of the school where the abuse took place. The participant was
devastated, reporting that the
news made me feel … worthless, and I have never felt more hurt or betrayed.… The
Church has failed me. I know that it has failed others before, but for some reason, I
thought it would not happen to me. Last summer, the victim assistance coordinators
asked me what I wanted from all of this – ‘What can we do for you?’ they asked, ‘How
can we help?’ I told them that all I wanted was the assurance that he would always be
watched and accountable – that there would always be oversight over him. Now, with
their help, he will be free to indulge the worst side of himself, and now that he is
principal, I don’t think that any child (or former child) in my position will feel able to
report to the Diocese. It was already sufficiently intimidating when he was a teacher and
then vice principal. In allowing this to happen, in putting him at the top of the food chain
in that school, they’ve done the worst thing they could do. (12)
The participant was grief-stricken by the news of her abuser’s promotion and felt let down by the
Church. These feelings of hurt were further magnified with the realization that the participant
was just like thousands of other victim-survivors whose voice and well-being was disregarded by
the Catholic Church.
6.6.4

Restorative Events and Procedural Justice
Extant research and this study indicate that the traditional avenues of redress for

survivors of sexual assault – i.e., criminal and civil legal proceedings and investigations by the
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Church – are not sufficiently meeting survivors’ needs (Balboni, 2011). Participants reported
that they have not experienced healing via these avenues. Instead, they have felt ignored,
neglected, helpless, angry, fearful, and frustrated – from lack of communication, a perceived lack
of procedural fairness, dissatisfaction with outcomes, and exclusion from the process. These
feelings with respect to these avenues have been found in other studies (Balboni; 2011; Strang,
2002; Zehr, 2002). Restorative justice-based programs offer an opportunity to address some of
these shortfalls in seeking redress. Indeed, some theorists have recommended restorative justice
over the criminal justice process for victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse (Geske, 2006;
Gavrielides, 2012a; Gavrielides & Coker, 2005; Kennan, 2009).
It is important to understand how and why restorative justice provides a better
opportunity for healing so that current programming can be improved and new programming can
be devised and implemented. To examine this, the researcher drew on procedural justice theory
(see 4.1 Theory of Restorative Justice). Procedural justice theorists contend that satisfaction
with restorative events is related to concept of fairness 103. As discussed in chapter four 104, voice,
respect, trust, and neutrality have been found to be crucial to the assessment of fairness (Tyler,
2000). This study has assessed these factors through the narratives and survey responses.
6.6.4.1 Voice
The concept of procedural justice as a component of healing was important to
participants. The importance of opportunities for participation (called “voice” in the research)
was noted most frequently among participants, confirming the finding consistently found in
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Research in this area frequently discuss and utilize the terminology “fairness” and “justice.” Many theorists use
these terms interchangeably (Van Camp, 2011).
104
See 4.1 Theory of Restorative Justice.
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procedural justice research (Van den Bos, 1996). Participants felt like bystanders in court
proceedings, compared to the restorative events in Arlington, where they felt in control of their
own participation. One participant explained, “Not one of those [Church representatives or staff]
tells us what to do, how to do it, or how to get there. They are just on the journey with us, and
[that] is very helpful” (8). Participants valued being able to proceed with their healing on their
own terms, which they could do at restorative events but not in formal proceedings. Moreover,
participants did not feel pressure to participate in restorative events, in line with what Umbreit
and colleagues (2002) found in their study. One participant explained, “it feels like you are able
to come together and take what you need and give what you need” (42).
Survivors are also an integral part of the planning process for all events in the Arlington
Diocese. The programming offered at the Arlington Diocese was conceived of by survivors of
clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse,105 and survivors also direct topics during events. The Diocese
has a Victim Survivor Planning Group to help direct programming and events and develop new
ideas for future projects to facilitate healing. Those participants who have had an opportunity to
develop programming or serve on the Victim Survivor Planning Group found that such
participation was a critical factor in their own healing. Said one participant,
I felt very honored that they would invite me to be a part of that group and offer insight.
I was so happy to be able to do that.… [I]t is a … crucial component getting the
survivors involved in developing [restorative events]. You know the retreats [were]
survivor driven and … evolved [over time]…. I think it is very, very, important that the
survivors are interactive with the leaders of the program. (10)
Participation helped to give ownership, control, and power back to the victim-survivors, which
had been taken from them when they were victimized (see Van Ness & Strong, 2010: 124).
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As already noted, the programming has since been expanded to include anyone suffering from sexual, physical,
and/or emotional abuse.
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The Diocese of Arlington also provided an opportunity for some participants to train
clergy members:
They gave me an opportunity to speak to a group of priests and nuns.… They wanted
practical [instructions on interacting with survivors] – What do you do as a survivor? You
come in. What is it that you are looking for? I look to see where your [door] hinges were
[located and] how the door open[ed]. I looked to see where your chairs were [positioned
and] how your desk was oriented. And that was something that they had never thought
about. How long did you make me sit in the waiting room? That was torture. They
[had] never thought about that. So [the presentation] gave me an opportunity to make me
feel like I was making a difference for the next survivor who walked in[to the
Diocese].… They not only helped me heal, they helped me allow to make healing
possible for other people as well. (8)
Participating in the training of clergy helped to further validate the participant’s experiences and
her self-worth. This, along with shaping programming, and directing discussions at events
allowed participants to actively direct their own healing and that of others.
Although procedural justice theory is able to explain the importance to a sense of fairness
of participants’ need to express themselves and be heard by other people to a sense of fairness, it
does not capture the importance of dialogue between participants and Church representatives. It
was in this dialogue that the commitment by the Church to reintegrate victims back into the
Church community was solidified (Shapland et al., 2011; Van Ness & Strong, 2010). Those
present were able to reaffirm social mores and condemn abusive behavior through their words
and actions. As one participant explained, her ability to have a dialogue with Church
representatives amid an ongoing investigation in the Diocese was healing. Moreover, the
empathy expressed by Church representatives and fellow participants aided participants’ healing.
These aspects of the restorative events contributed to restoring trust in the Catholic Church and
remedying the sense of violation following victimization (Strang, 2002; Erez & Tontodonato,
1990), neither of which are addressed by legal proceedings.
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6.6.4.2 Respect
Restorative justice theorists posit that respect is vital in repairing harm (Strang, 2002). It
is also a critical element of procedural justice and was found to be very important to participants
in this study (Tyler, 2000). Importantly, participants predominantly reported that everyone
involved in the restorative events were respectful of each other, regardless of their role at the
event. This mutual respect reaffirmed participants’ dignity and acknowledged their status as
members of the Church community (see Tyler, 2000). Tyler (2000) has found the affirmation of
status to be particularly beneficial in dispute resolution cases. Its relevance in restorative events
in the Arlington Diocese was also apparent in that the recognition of the participants as valuable
members of the group helped to reintegrate participants back into the Catholic community.
6.6.4.3 Trust
Perceived fairness, within procedural justice research, is also assessed through the
trustworthiness (i.e., virtuous motives of decisionmakers responsible for resolving cases) (Tyler,
2000). Effectiveness of the restorative approach relies on the willingness and good intentions of
Church representatives. Participants (consciously or unconsciously) evaluated the
trustworthiness of Church representatives by considering how sincere they were (Tyler, 2000).
The degree of trust that a participant felt in the Church representatives correlated with overall
satisfaction with the restorative events. Eight of the nine participants found that the Church
representatives were honest and genuinely cared for their well-being (see 6.2 Apology). One of
these participants remarked how Bishop Loverde and Father Mealey would listen intently and
visibly express sadness through tears when hearing about participants’ experiences. However,
one participant found the motives for the restorative events to be disingenuous; she specifically
felt that the events were a means to monitor and direct victim-survivors away from litigation.
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Because she became skeptical of the Church’s intentions with restorative events, she ceased
participation in the events.
Importantly, restorative justice seems to exceed procedural justice’s ability to explain
how restorative events works in terms of trustworthiness. Specifically, the interaction with
Church representatives – i.e., Bishop Loverde and Father Mealey – facilitated healing and
satisfaction within the events106. The Church representatives were seen as a source of support for
the participants. Procedural justice tends to focus more on the decision-making process, rather
than the importance of the individuals, which restorative justice recognizes as integral to the
restorative process (see Van Camp & Wemmer, 2013).
6.6.4.4 Neutrality
The concept of neutrality (i.e., honesty, impartiality, and objectivity of the decisionmaker
as it relates to outcomes of restorative events) was the least discussed factor of procedural justice
by participants. It arose in discussions related to Church representatives’ non-directive and
unobtrusive style facilitating restorative events. Specifically, these representatives seldom
interrupted participants, and when they did, it was to provide guidance and encourage more
healing107. The lack of strong supporting evidence for the concept of neutrality may be in part
due to the fact that the programming in the Arlington Diocese is not restorative justice in the
traditional sense108. It is what restorative justice theorists call a partially restorative program that
focuses on victim support rather than on victims, offenders, and the community (McCold, 2000;
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See 6.7.1 Individuals for a more detailed discussion on this topic.
See section 6.7.1 Individuals for a further discussion of this topic.
108
Traditional restorative justice programming invites all affected parties (i.e., the victim, the offender, and
community members) to participate in resolving the harm caused by the crime.
107
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McCold & Wachtel, 2002)109. Additionally, unlike a fully restorative program, there is no
verdict or agreement signed at the end of the restorative events in the Arlington Diocese 110.
Studies suggest that the elements of procedural justice that emerge as critical to fairness can
change in different contexts (Tyler, 2000). Therefore, it is possible that neutrality as it relates to
restorative encounters in the Arlington Diocese is not a critical measure of fairness. However,
the link of neutrality to fairness in the procedural justice literature merits further examination and
should not absent further research be discounted as a contributor to overall satisfaction with
restorative events.
6.6.5

Summary
This study found that restorative events were generally preferred to traditional justice

proceedings, civil procedures, and Church proceedings. This finding confirms extant research
(Sherman & Strang, 2007; Balboni, 2011). Satisfaction with restorative events is often linked to
process rather than outcome (Bolitho & Freeman, 2016; Van Camp & Wemmers, 2013). In
other words, if a person believes the process to be inclusive, fair, and transparent, then he or she
is more likely to be happy, regardless of the outcome. Therefore, procedural justice offers a
viable explanation as to why restorative events are preferred to other avenues of justice. The
events in Arlington strive to provide survivors with voice and respect, and instill trust in the
neutrality of the Church representatives present. Although procedural justice has been shown to
provide a comprehensive explanation for satisfaction with the restorative events, it does not
provide a complete explanation. Additional factors have been identified as contributing to
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The label “partially restorative” should not be taken to mean that such programs are not as beneficial as fully
restorative programming or mostly restorative programs. Indeed, partially restorative events have been shown to be
valuable to those who participate (Walker, 2013).
110
The concept of neutrality generally is related to the ability of decisionmakers to be guided by rules and facts,
rather than personal values or biases when deciding outcomes of restorative events (see Tyler, 2000).
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satisfaction with restorative events and the overall healing process, some of which are discussed
in the following section.
6.7

Additional Factors that Promoted Healing
Participants identified six elements related to restorative events that positively

contributed to healing – account-making or storytelling, an apology, faith, forgiveness,
community, and procedural justice. However, restorative events were not the only activities that
contributed to participants’ healing. As one participant aptly stated, “although restorative events
are important … [they] cannot deal with all of the damage created by sexual abuse” (8).
Participants discussed six additional concepts that enabled their healing: (1) individuals who
showed compassion and empathy, (2) therapy and counseling, (3) financial reparations, (4) time
and physical distance from the abuser, (6) other resources, such as support groups and reading
lists, and (6) reading, studying, and writing about experiences. Each of these is discussed in the
remainder of this section.
6.7.1

Individuals
Participants specifically identified Bishop Loverde and Father Mealey as facilitators of

healing. In particular, the way these individuals executed their roles in restorative events greatly
influenced participants’ healing. Bishop Loverde and Father Mealey’s disposition and personal
approach were important. They exuded warmth, empathy, respect, patience, and acceptance.
Participants also appreciated interacting with them in a casual and convivial manner (see Van
Camp & Wemmers, 2013). Gathering for a meal or refreshments during or after a restorative
event helped to combat feelings of isolation and reintegrate participants back into the community
(see Shapland et al., 2011). Within the group, Bishop Loverde and Father Mealey fostered a
sense of shared humanity, peace, and reconciliation. All of this contributed to a sense of security
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and cohesion in the group, allowing participants to express their emotions openly (Shearer, 2006;
Thorsborne, 2016). One participant remarked that Bishop Loverde and Father Mealey provided
a “sacred space [for participants] to heal” (72). Moreover, they stayed out of the way and
maximized the involvement of participants in the group. One participant remarked that Bishop
Loverde and Father Mealey really let the group be about “survivors helping survivors” (8). They
listened intently, interrupting only occasionally to provide guidance to encourage healing. This
nondirective and unobtrusive style was appreciated by nearly all of the participants. One
participant wished that Bishop Loverde and Father Mealey provided more directed facilitation,
so as not to get lost on tangents during events. The foregoing behaviors and qualities have also
been found to promote healing in therapeutic environments between therapists and clients and
restorative environments between mediators and the affected parties (Choi & Gilbert, 2010;
Drapeau, 2005; Drapeau, Korner, Granger, Brunet, & Casper, 2005; Jennings & Deming, 2017;
Marshall & Burton, 2010; Marshall, Burton, & Marshall, 2013; Umbreit, Coates, & Vos, 2001;
Umbreit, Coates, & Vos, 2005; Umbreit & Greenwood, 1999; White, 2001).
Not all participants found the personnel in the Arlington Diocese to be undeniably
supportive. One participant, who was in desperate need of support, felt “discriminated” against
when a victim assistance coordinator encouraged her to approach another diocese to assist with
her healing (30). She further felt the “cold shoulder…and brush off” when her telephone calls to
the Diocese’s Office of Victim Assistance stopped being returned (30). Another participant’s
sense of self was shaken “tremendously” after victim assistance coordinators criticized and
doubted her “unshakable belief” about God and her abuse, specifically “that [God] must have
given this to me for a reason,” which had been instrumental to her healing up until that point
(12). Out of concern for her well-being, the victim assistance coordinators suggested that such

159

thoughts indicated that the participant was not well yet. These actions inhibited healing and
presented another obstacle for the participants in their healing journey. Despite these setbacks,
both participants persisted and forged ahead on their healing journey, and both reported being
stronger and more certain of their convictions.
Other individuals that were instrumental to participants’ healing were spiritual directors,
family members, and friends111. These individuals also acknowledged and respected the
participant’s personal experiences, needs, and feelings. They were empathic and compassionate.
They listened without judgment and did not put a timeline or conditions on the participants’
healing process. They were deeply concerned with the participants’ well-being and regularly
checked-in with the participants. In addition to their support, at times, they offered guidance.
Some were even able to provide additional perspectives based on personal experience with
abuse. These behaviors and qualities positively contributed to the healing of the participants in
this study.
6.7.2

Therapy and Counseling
All participants in the study participated in therapy or counseling at some point following

their abuse, albeit for varying lengths of time112. Many participants found that therapy helped to
make sense out of and organize the healing process. Other participants found the internal focus
of therapy to be frustrating and wanted to focus more on prevention efforts. One participant
aptly stated, “When you are sexually abused, it messes with every area of your life” (8). In all of
the narratives, the participants touched on the lasting impact that sexual abuse had on their lives.
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As participants progressed on their healing journeys, they reported surrounding themselves with persons who
were more supportive of their journey. This finding bolsters the need for support of family and friends for healing
(RQ₃).
112
Some participants sought faith-based therapy, whereas other participants preferred to integrate their faith into
their healing outside the therapeutic environment. A discussion of faith is included in 6.3 Faith.
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They reported experiences with post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, anxiety, suicidal
ideations, anger, resentment, low self-esteem, shame, self-blame, distrust of others, disordered
eating, substance abuse, self-destructive behavior, sexual issues, insomnia, nightmares, and
strained relationships with loved ones. These reactions and feelings are well documented in the
literature (Briere & Elliott, 1994; Finkelhor, 2008; Isley et al., 2008; Kiser et al., 1991;
Lundberg-Love, 1999; Strang, 2002). One participant described the effects of sexual abuse as
follows:
[It] was so traumatic and so painful. In a lot of ways, death can be more merciful for the
individual because you don’t feel the pain anymore, whereas when you are raped, you
know the assault psychologically, physically, can be something that scars you in different
ways for a lifetime. It can be really painful. (42)
Based on the foregoing, it is evident that participants needed a variety of services and a
multifaceted approach to support them in their healing journey.
The impact of sexual abuse affects not only the participants, but also those around them.
One participant explained,
When you have been sexually abused, it ripples out to an incredible number of other
people. It is not just me who has been harmed. It is everyone that I come in contact with,
because I am not who I was meant to be. (8)
Participants spoke extensively on how their abuse and the lasting impact of that abuse negatively
impacted their relationships, particularly with their spouses and children. One participant
remarked,
I am just always hurting people. I was not raised to communicate in effective ways or in
healthy ways, and to this day most of my communication with other human beings is very
damaged, very problematic, and often hurtful to other people.… I don’t know how to
properly interact or how to properly function in culture and in society in interactions, and
I have found that to be very isolating. (72)
Indeed, several participants attended therapy or counseling with their family to better understand
the family dynamic, break destructive behaviors, and repair relationships.
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6.7.3

Reparations
Although only one participant raised the issue of financial reparations, it does not negate

its importance. In fact, Courtin (2015) found that many survivors of clergy-perpetrated sexual
abuse in Australia pursued financial reparations. Financial reparations can assist with
compensating for lost income and paying for medical and other bills that victim-survivors
contend with following victimization (Julich et al., 2010; Van Ness & Strong, 2010), and can
also signal acceptance by the wrongdoer of responsibility for the harm (Umbreit et al., 1994).
Furthermore, providing reparations is a step toward making amends and can assist with restoring
a victim-survivor’s dignity, self-worth, and self-respect (Strang, 2002; Van Ness & Strong, 2010;
Zehr, 2002). Johnstone (2002) further found that monetary compensation or services by the
wrongdoer can relieve some of the psychological and relational damage suffered by the victim.
To be clear, no amount of money can compensate for the emotional damage to victims’
lives, but the financial impact of sexual abuse is great and should not be underestimated. One
participant tried to quantify the magnitude of the impact:
I sat down and figured out [the financial loss] of not being able to finish … graduate
school … and calculated lost salary.… I suddenly realized that when you add it up, holy
cow. It was over a million dollars’ worth of lost wealth. (72)
Additionally, health care costs are high. The same participant went on to say,
[You can’t afford] basic health care that you need because you can’t sleep through the
night because you are reliving rapes.… And you can’t function during the day because
everything triggers you back to something else.… You are a nervous wreck … not eating
and ... sleeping and … not functioning.… Physical health issues come out of the mental
health issues.… [Victims] get sick more often. (72)
These financial strains placed an immense burden on the participant. She concluded, “I realized
that people who sue the Church or sue their abusers … for bazillions of dollars might not
actually be unjust” (72). Importantly, the desire for material or financial reparations by victimsurvivors should not discount the importance of emotional recognition that victim-survivors also
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seek. In line with extant research, participants in this study preferred emotional recognition over
material or financial reparations (Retzinger & Scheff, 1996; Umbreit et al., 1994; Wright, 1991).
6.7.4

Time and Distance
Time cannot erase the abuse, nor its lasting impact; however, it can “soften and distance

harms and losses for many people, and allow them to rebuild lives, trusting relationships, and
hopeful expectations” (Walker, 2006: 39). Time provided participants the opportunity to
reexamine their feelings and gain a new perspective on the abuse and how to integrate the
abusive experiences into their own lives. One participant explained the healing effects of the
passage of time as such,
So it is not that all the feelings go away. I don’t think they all ever do. But, I think you
grow in a way of putting it into perspective, really understanding and being able to say,
‘Okay I may still feel [this way], but there are other factors that go into why I didn’t [tell
my abuser to stop] and why it makes sense that I didn’t do that.’ So … you are able to
feel [that emotion] and then push it aside instead of having it cripple you.… I guess the
healing part is knowing well the emotions. (18)
It was also crucial for participants to move through the healing process on their own schedules.
As another participant explained,
I think that is the most hurtful thing when the burden of healing is given a timeline or
given some sort of … parameters. Because it is … a really open-ended journey that
people embark upon once they choose to begin it. (42)
This highlights the importance to participants of taking the time to process emotions related to
trauma in order to heal. Moreover, participants recognized that healing takes time and that
timeframes differ for every victim-survivor.
Some participants found distancing themselves physically from where the abuse took
place aided in healing. One participant explained that the city in which the abuse took place
“became a very unsafe place” for her to live (42). She lived in a small town and had to obtain a
restraining order against her attackers because she feared that they would show up at her job,
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where she worked with children. The participant subsequently moved across the country to the
Washington, DC, area. A sense of safety and support from family and friends helped to foster
strides in her healing, which would not have been possible had she remained in the city where
the abuse took place.
Another participant described the anguish she felt when she moved back to her
hometown where the abuse took place while pending clearance for a job. She said,
I feel like I’ve gone a little backwards [in my healing]. I was healing very quickly and
making great strides when I was away from here. I went to college and grad[uate] school
for six years away, and coming back was something incredibly difficult for me. Perhaps
the time back has been even more difficult than going through [the abuse] in the first
place, because at that point I had an endpoint that I would look to. (12)
The participant further explained that living in the same town where the abuse occurred provided
numerous opportunities to be unexpectedly confronted with feelings related to the abuse. She
said, “It’s a burden always to have to worry about whether I’m going to see him when I go out or
when I go to Church or anywhere [in town]” (12). Her sense of safety had been disrupted
because of the abuser’s proximity. The participant had not lost hope, however, saying, “I
remember how much better I felt when I was away, so I know I will be able to get to that point
again” (12).
6.7.5

Resources
Access to resources following sexual abuse and during the healing process was essential

to participants. However, the nature of victimization is such that it can make seeking resources
difficult and overwhelming. One participant explained,
I could not hold a full-time job, because just physically and emotionally, I was so
incredibly weak. I was barely eating … I didn’t even have the strength to call and find
therapists or support groups. My mom and one of my cousins had to do it because, I just
couldn’t handle it.… I didn’t know how to find resources. (42)
The Office of Victim Assistance in the Diocese of Arlington has a list of spiritual directors and
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therapists, and an extensive reading list, available to victim-survivors. Knowing that these
resources existed was a relief to many participants, and some of participants utilized these
resources. One participant remarked: “I had no idea what kind of resources were available to
me, so somebody who could help me figure out what resources I needed [was beneficial]” (8).
The participants were all grateful to the victim assistance coordinators in Arlington who helped
the participants obtain resources during their healing processes.
6.7.6

Additional Facilitators for Healing
Reading about sexual abuse and trauma, studying it in an educational setting, and writing

about sexual abuse have all been linked to healing (Little & Hamby, 1999). This study also
found that to be the case for the participants. These activities helped participants to contextualize
the abuse and better understand their own reactions to trauma. One participant explained,
I did a lot of reading … self-help books and so forth. I did go back to the local college,
George Mason University, and get my bachelor’s degree, and I took a lot of psych[ology]
courses trying to figure out abuse [from an academic point of view]. (64)
Reading books on the psychology of trauma and abuse helped another participant progress in
therapy: “[Reading] put it all in context and [provided] a narrative to it and understand[ing] that
[the destructive and maladaptive behavior I exhibited as an adult was a normal and common
reaction to child sexual abuse]. I shouldn’t blame myself for either” (33). This understanding
brought the participant much relief.
There are numerous physical and mental health benefits to writing about difficult life
experiences (Pennebaker & Smyth, 2016). Indeed, several participants experienced positive
effects from writing about their abuse. One participant found “the best way for me [to heal] was
to write. I wrote a lot about feelings” (10). This participant used her writing to help her process
the trauma. It provided structure and organization to her feelings, which allowed her to better
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understand the trauma and learn from her emotions. The process of interpreting and finding
meaning from one’s writing is considered the key to uncovering the benefits of writing (Smyth,
1998; Ullrich & Lutgendorf, 2002).
Not everyone wants to write after a traumatic experience. Initially, writing about trauma
can trigger severe physical and emotional distress (Murray, 2002). One participant, who was a
writer all her life, found that it was too difficult to write following her sexual assaults. These
experiences were extremely painful, and the participant’s desire to avoid thinking about it and
possibly reliving it, is not uncommon. It is a means to protect her from further pain and suffering
during her healing process. The participant is hopeful that with time and further healing she will
be able to write about her abuse experiences to help herself and other survivors.
6.8

Discussion
This study reflects the experiences of nine survivors of sexual abuse (eight females and

one male). Participants’ narratives provided a glimpse at what survivors endure following sexual
abuse and assault. Each participant’s narrative highlights the different experiences of each
participant, yet also illustrates how similar the healing process was, in many ways, for all of the
victim-survivors. What emerged from the data were six elements of healing – account-making
or storytelling, an apology, faith, forgiveness, community, and procedural justice – that were
important for all participants, not only clergy-abuse survivors. Understanding the process of
healing among participants provided insight into the dynamics of restorative events and
demonstrated the viability of restorative justice to redress harms caused by sexual abuse.
Importantly, this research also adds to the limited literature on female victims of clergy-
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perpetrated abuse (Flynn, 2008) by providing a detailed examination of the female perspective of
healing from sexual abuse.
Victim studies suggest that restorative justice may advance healing (Armour & Umbreit,
2006). Indeed, the restorative events in Arlington fostered an environment in which healing was
likely to occur. These events offered numerous opportunities for the participants to share their
life narratives, including the crime and its impact on their lives. Church representatives
intentionally apologized for the hurt and pain that participants felt, as well as the role the
Catholic Church played in the sexual abuse crisis. All restorative events in the Arlington
Diocese integrated faith and religious practices with healing. For many participants, forgiveness
was a by-product of the healing that occurred. Healing was encouraged through the community
of support formed at the restorative events. Procedural justice helped to explain why many of
the participants were satisfied with these events. Overall, the events afforded participants respect
and provided them a voice and an opportunity to actively participate in the healing process,
which other avenues of justice do not afford victim-survivors.
The fundamental elements of restorative justice are embodied in the victim-survivor
programming in the Arlington Diocese: sexual abuse is seen as a violation of people and
relationships; harm is best repaired through encounters with affected parties; offenders/surrogate
offenders and communities should be held accountable for resulting harms and have an
obligation to repair the connectedness or make things right (Zehr, 1990). Ultimately, restorative
events can lead to transformation of people, relationships, and communities (Van Ness & Strong,
2010; Zehr, 1990). Although restorative justice could not address all of the underlying problems
associated with sexual victimization (Shapland et al., 2011), it helped participants move forward
in healing. This finding is particularly important given the scarcity of research applying
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restorative justice theory and practices to serious crimes, such as sexual abuse and assault
(McAlinden, 2006, 2008).
To better understand how restorative events helped healing, the researcher examined how
participants experienced the restorative programming in the Diocese of Arlington. Participants
felt empowered. Being heard by fellow victim-survivors and Church representatives validated
participants’ experiences and helped to shift blame onto responsible parties. The sharing of
experiences in a group setting provided a sense of purpose for those sharing and hope for those
listening. The future-focused approach of restorative justice-based programming helped
participants to envision a life not dominated by the abuse.
Furthermore, apologies by Church representatives reminded participants that the abuse
was not their fault and assisted in removing stigma and shame surrounding the victimization,
regardless of whether participants were abused by clergy members. The integration of faith and
religious practices into the healing process was invigorating to most participants. It reconnected
them with God and important elements of their faith (e.g., sacraments, scripture, and prayer).
Some participants experienced forgiveness, which they found liberating. Within the community
of support, participants were able to be vulnerable and openly express their thoughts and
feelings. Witnessing and feeling empathy reminded participants that they were not alone and
that others cared about their well-being. These experiences allowed participants to gain insight
into their own lives and integrate the abuse into their life narratives. Clearly, engagement with
restorative events created real and lasting changes in participants’ lives.
The researcher identified a number of conditions within the restorative events that greatly
contributed to healing. Specifically, who was there, what was said, the level of (physical and
emotional) safety felt by participants, and whether Church representatives expressed care,
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concern, and empathy. The inclusion of Church representatives, support persons, and victimsurvivors in the restorative events allowed for productive dialogue among those present. It was
through this dialogue that perspectives shifted and transformations occurred. Shapland and her
colleagues (2006) argue that restorative justice is created anew in each group of people brought
together in a restorative event. Indeed, many participants found that they heard exactly what
they needed to hear, at the moment they needed to hear it, in an event. Feeling safe allowed
participants to be vulnerable and share experiences. A sense of safety was not easily
accomplished and was attributed largely to the parties present at the events. Finally, the
compassion, empathy, and concern that participants received from Bishop Loverde and Father
Mealey were an instrumental part of healing for many participants.
Emotional and psychological shifts in perspectives can propel healing. All nine
participants had transformative moments that significantly advanced their healing.
Transformation is the hallmark of restorative justice practice – transformation of perspectives,
people, and structures (adapted from Van Ness & Strong, 2010: 180). One participant on the
precipice of suicide forced herself to attend a prayer service in the Arlington Diocese. She
reported that it took everything in her to exit the car and enter the church. She sat in the very
back of the Church and listened to another survivor speak. She recalled,
I remember the survivor, who was giving her testimony, got up and said the best words
that I ever heard. She said, ‘The exact right number of people are here right now. If you
are here, you are here because you need to be.’ And that spoke to me – directly to my
heart. Then the tears started, and I don’t cry.… They did the whole service even though
there were only two of us there.… I went from sure that I was going to kill myself to
there is hope for me.... That was the turning point for me. That’s when I decided that it
was worth figuring out how to heal from all of this.… I felt the Holy Spirit pushing me
the whole way. (8)
This participant found hope in the testimony of another survivor and began to believe that it was
possible to move beyond the anguish she was experiencing. There was a sense of belonging and
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community that formed in that prayer service. These elements, coupled with her faith, propelled
the participant to shift her thinking and begin healing.
Faith served as a facilitator of healing for many participants. One participant found
reflecting on scripture shifted her perspective and allowed her to refocus and pursue forgiveness,
which ultimately aided in her healing. Two participants found great solace in examining the
lives of saints, while another participant found prayer healing. One more participant experienced
a transformative moment while attending a healing mass in the Arlington Diocese. This
participant believed that she was unlovable given her abuse history, despite decades of therapy.
Hearing the Bishop apologize in the mass, which followed the then-recent condemnation by the
Pope of sexually abusive behaviors by priests, was instrumental in her shifting perspectives.
After the restorative event, the participant was able to begin the process of forgiveness. Another
participant’s perspective on her abuse experience changed when a priest impressed upon her that
rape was about violence and power. These exchanges were a powerful step toward healing for
the participants. In each of these “turnaround moments,” faith and the tenets of Catholicism
played an important role (10).
One of the most healing moments for a participant came while she was working for a
meal assistance program. One of the volunteers at the program was a developmentally disabled
pedophile, just like the participant’s own abuser. At one point, the pedophile asked the
participant, who was then 22 years old, to the movies. The participant recalled, “I remember in
that moment having some of the exact same feelings … I had when I was 11 years old [when the
sexual abuse occurred]” (18). What she found healing was her ability to recognize her own
feelings, acknowledge her own cognitive distortions, and place her response to the abuse into a
broader perspective. Ultimately, she was able to forgive and stop blaming herself for not trying
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to stop the abuse earlier.
Child sexual abuse deprives children of their childhood. It is not surprising that one
participant found experiencing childhood, even as an adult, to be cathartic and healing. The
participant’s friend noticed that she had “never really gotten to be a child” (72). For Christmas
one year, the participant’s friend sent the participant a plane ticket to come and visit the friend,
her husband, and their small children. The participant explained,
For a week and a half, I was not allowed to be an adult. It was really weird, but it was
wonderful. It was exactly what I needed.… I got handed a Happy Meal. I wasn’t told
where we were going. We were just in the minivan. We went to the aquarium, and I
played with glitter and finger paints and jumped in piles of leaves. I [didn’t] know how
to do any of that … that was also a very healing experience for me. (72)
This transformation was about experiencing something that was lost and taken from the
participant as a child. She was able to use this experience to help re-biography her life so that
the abuse and its impact did not continue to define her and her behaviors into the future. Here,
community emerged as a catalyst for healing.
Given the systemic nature of the sexual abuse crisis within the Catholic Church, it is
important to examine this study’s findings within a global context. For nearly 10 years following
the Boston Globe’s reporting on the extensive sexual abuse by Father John Geoghan of the
Boston Archdiocese, clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse was largely viewed as a US problem
(Terry, 2015). However, by 2010 it was clear that the issue of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse
was more widespread as many European and western countries began reporting on abuse by
Catholic clergy within their own countries (Pew Research Center, 2010). International responses
to clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse within the Catholic Church have principally been directed at
identifying the scale of the problem, describing the scope of the sexual abuse crisis in the
Church, and examining the institutional responses (see Appendix A). Despite the
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recommendations by various inquiries and commissions to more thoroughly and expeditiously
address the needs of victim-survivors, few countries have done so (Royal Commission, 2015;
Terry, 2015). There are several notable exceptions, specifically Australia’s Towards Healing
program, Belgium’s Arbitration Centre, Ireland’s facilitated listening meetings and healing
circles, and the Tripthype Approach in the Netherlands 113.
The approaches in Australia, Belgium, and the Netherlands differ significantly from
programming in the Arlington Diocese in two important ways: (1) they provide monetary
compensation or reparations alongside healing, and (2) they operate on a much larger scale,
providing services throughout each country. Despite criticisms, these programs arguably
represent a victim-focused response to clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse. The Australian and
Belgium experiences highlight the difficulties of combining financial compensation with healing
(Gleeson, 2015; Royal Commission, 2017). Although the Netherlands has had more positive
feedback than Australia and Belgium with respect to these redress schemes (Bisschops, 2014),
such schemes should be approached with caution regarding their ability to concurrently provide
healing and monetary compensation to victim-survivors. Recently, the Truth, Justice, and
Healing Council, established by the Australia Catholic Bishop Conference and Religious
Australia to oversee the Church’s engagement with the Royal Commission Into Institutional
Responses to Child Sexual Abuse and to develop policies and procedures to protect children,
recommended to the leadership of the Catholic Church in Australia that redress schemes should
separate pastoral care from any legal negotiations and settlements because victims were not
experiencing healing in the combined program (The Truth, Justice, and Healing Council, 2019b).

113

These programs are described in sections 4.5.6 Towards Healing, Australia; 4.5.7 The Arbitration Centre,
Belgium; 4.5.3 Towards Healing, Ireland; 4.5.8 Triptych Restorative Mediation Approach, the Netherlands.
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In contrast to the above models, the programming in the Arlington Diocese focuses solely
on the healing of victim-survivors and does not address any monetary compensation. Another
defining feature of the programming in Arlington is that each victim has an opportunity to
continue to meet with Church representatives on an ongoing basis. The other programs
highlighted above in this discussion have generally only had one encounter between a victimsurvivor and Church representatives114. The Arlington programming also provides community
support and fosters relationship building among victim-survivors 115, whereas the above-noted
programs focus on one-on-one meetings between a victim-survivor and Church representatives.
Another distinguishing feature in the Arlington Diocese is that it also offers various types of
programming from which victim-survivors can choose based on where they are in their healing
journey (e.g., healing masses for those victims that do not want to be identified, and retreats that
are limited to victim-survivors). The researcher has found that the restorative programming as
designed (i.e., healing-focused, ongoing, programming options) in the Arlington Diocese
facilitates healing for victim-survivors.
The programs operating within Ireland come closest in intent and structure to those
offered in the Arlington Diocese. Specifically, they embrace restorative justice and have
modeled programs based on the values and principles of the theory. One important difference is
that the programming in Ireland operates independently from the Church, although the Church
funds the project. In Arlington, the program is funded and operated by Church personnel.
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It should be noted that no proponents of restorative justice have claimed that one restorative encounter can fully
heal victim-survivors (Shapland et al., 2011). Rather, they proffer that one encounter is just the beginning of healing.
115
The Triptych approach in the Netherlands is the only other program identified by the researcher that includes
support groups for victim-survivors (Bisschops, 2014). Bisschops (2014) noted the following emotional and
therapeutic benefits for participants in the Triptych approach: realizing they are not alone, helping to relieve psychic
isolation, restoring trust in people, and assisting with healing through shared emotions.
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Certain victim-survivors will find programming offered by the Church desirable, whereas others
will find independent programming desirable. A final commonality among programs in Ireland,
the Netherlands, and the Arlington Diocese is that these restorative-based programs are bottomup programs, conceived of by victims or developed in direct response to the reported needs of
victim-survivors, rather than top-down programs, instituted by the Church or governmental
entities. This study found that this victim-initiated response and the continued involvement of
victim-survivors in all aspects of the programming greatly contributed to satisfaction with the
programming and healing experienced by participants.
Given the limited application of restorative programs globally for victim-survivors, the
Arlington Diocese has the potential to take the lead in promoting healing and victim recovery
within the United States and internationally. This is especially relevant as allegations of sexual
abuse are emerging from South America, Asia, and Latin America. Although these countries
have not yet confronted the issues of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse to the extent that Europe
and other western countries have, they can begin to address the hurt and promote healing before
it reaches crisis levels (Harlan, 2019). Pope Francis has hinted at a “healthy decentralization”
approach to the sexual abuse crisis (The Editors, 2019). In other words, bishops might need to
develop different strategies to address the crisis in different regions of the world (The Editors,
2019). Restorative justice offers a means to such individualized programming that respects
individual situations and cultures (Zellerer, 2013). Victim-focused programming can be built on
the values of restorative justice116 and elements that contribute to healing, as found in this study.
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Van Ness and Strong (2010) identified normative (active responsibility, peaceful social life, respect, and
solidarity) and operational values (amends, assistance, collaboration, empowerment, encounter, inclusion, moral
education, protection, reintegration, and resolution) of restorative justice (p. 48-49). Van Ness and Strong (2010)
identified the core values of restorative justice as encounters, amends, reintegration, and inclusion (p. 50).
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The programming in the Diocese of Arlington could serve as a model that other dioceses
can modify based on individual needs and cultural context. Nevertheless, the core elements of
the program that this study linked to healing can be replicated: other programs can provide for
interactions with Church representatives, who can apologize on behalf of the Church, where
victims can tell their stories and be involved in a procedurally just process. Based on the
findings of this study, these elements will help create an environment where forgiveness and
community will form and healing will flourish. But, the applicable Church leadership and
representatives must be committed to such programming, as there is a potential for
revictimization that must be considered and addressed as programming is developed.
Importantly, philosophers have warned that standardized programming and state or
government regulation can hinder the transformative potential of restorative justice (Braithwaite,
2002b; Zellerer, 2013: 6052-6053). Part of the value of restorative justice is its dynamic nature
and constant adaptation to fit the needs of those individuals involved (Zellerer, 2013: 5918).
Therefore, the researcher does not advocate for mandated or exact replication of the programs in
the Arlington Diocese for other dioceses. Rather, the programming in the Arlington Diocese
represents one option available to victim-survivors that has been shown to promote healing.
Choice and control over the healing process among victim-survivors is vital, as this study found.
Therefore, other applications of restorative justice should also be examined for dealing with
clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse, most notably, facilitated listening meetings and healing circles.
Restorative justice is not for every victim-survivor. For some victim-survivors, restoring
their relationship with the Church may not be desirable. Perhaps other avenues of justice and

Braithwaite (2003) further identified emergent values (e.g., forgiveness, remorse, and reconciliation) that may or
may not result from successful restorative processes.
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redress are better suited for them. One alternative example is the Australian civil redress model
developed by Ellis, where Ellis and colleagues operate as intermediaries between victimsurvivors and Church representatives to ensure that interactions are less confrontational and more
restorative of a victim’s self-worth and self-respect (Ellis & Ellis, 2014). Importantly, the Ellis
model is not concerned with restoration of the relationship between the victim and the Church;
rather, it is concerned with the well-being of the survivor as he or she seeks financial
compensation from the Church (Ellis & Ellis, 2014). Another alternative avenue of redress is
victim compensation funds, which seek to provide victim-survivors financial compensation for
harms stemming from clergy-perpetrated abuse. Such funds have been operational in other
western countries for many years (see Appendix A) and are starting to be established in the
United States at both the diocesan and state levels (Archdiocese of Newark, 2019).
Recently, the US Catholic Church was the focus of extensive media attention with the
release in 2018 of the Pennsylvania Attorney General’s Grand Jury Report 117 on the extent of the
sexual abuse of minors by clergy in eight Catholic dioceses 118 in Pennsylvania119. Additionally,
the widespread release of the names of priests who were the subject of credible allegations of
sexual abuse against minors garnered media attention in early 2019. Historically, following such
attention, victim-survivors have come forward to report additional cases of child sexual abuse by
Catholic clergy. There is no reason to think that more victim-survivors will not come forward in
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The report documented over 300 predator priests and identified 1,000 child victims from court records. The
grand jury believes the number of victims is much higher. Victims were primarily prepubescent boys. In many
cases the Church knew the priests were dangerous, covered up the abuse, and moved predator priests to different
parishes, placing children in further danger. (Office of the Pennsylvania Attorney General, 2018)
118
The Dioceses of Philadelphia and Altoona-Johnstown were both the previous subject of grand jury investigations
(Office of the Pennsylvania Attorney General, 2018).
119
Despite public outcry, there has been no government-initiated investigation of child abuse within the Catholic
Church in the United States (Hamilton, 2017; Wright, 2017). Instead, individual states have taken it upon
themselves to investigate the Church (Hamilton, 2017). News reports indicate that at least 16 states have started
investigations like the one conducted by the Attorney General’s Office in Pennsylvania (Dias & Jacobs, 2019).
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the coming months and years. Some victim-survivors may want to integrate their faith with
healing. Programs such as those in the Arlington Diocese represent examples of such
integration. This study has shown that restorative justice can be quite a meaningful vehicle
through which to rebuild relationships, provide restoration, and foster healing for victimsurvivors.
It is important to understand how healing occurs among victim-survivors. The
identification of specific elements of healing can further help those who work with victimsurvivors revise and develop programming that facilitates healing. Importantly, the results of
this research study may also influence policies in other organizations that have experienced
rampant sexual abuse of children, such as other religious communities (e.g., Orthodox Jewish
community), sporting programs (e.g., USA Swimming), schools (e.g., Michigan State University
and Pennsylvania University), and extra-curricular programming for children (e.g., the Boy
Scouts of America). The sexual abuse crises fostered and faced by these groups and
organizations share many similarities with the Catholic Church: the widespread sexual abuse of
minors, an active cover-up by those in-charge, protection of the organization’s image at the
expense of children, and entrenched cultures of abuse (see Wright, 2017). These organizations
all have the potential to enhance growth and positive development in children, and it would be
advantageous for these organizations to learn from the mistakes of the Catholic Church’s
response to the sexual abuse crisis, most notably the Church’s long delay to engage victimsurvivors and actively assist in their healing.
Although the application of restorative justice to clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse is still in
its infancy, the findings from this study can guide programming within these other youth-serving
organizations. Elements that contributed to healing, such as account-making (i.e., opportunities
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for shared dialogues), a sincere apology by institutional representatives, and elements of
procedural justice (i.e., an active role in the process), can form the basis of such programming.
Organizations can emulate environments like those in the Arlington Diocese through
community-building, which can facilitate healing among victim-survivors. Commitment to
victims as well as transparency and accountability can also help these organizations restore their
credibility among victim-survivors and larger society (see Doyle, 2003).
Perhaps the biggest hurdle for these organizations, including the Catholic Church, is
changing the institutionalized culture of abuse. According to Wright (2017), meaningful policy
and practice changes occur when there are shifts in awareness, understanding, and attitudes
within an organization. Consequently, change may take a long time, especially where powerful
vested interests are working hard to maintain the status quo (Morton, 2017: 112). Although
leaders of organizations can be instrumental is shifting the culture through their own actions,
Palmer and Feldman (2017) argue that it is also important for organizations to purge institutional
conditions (e.g., views on gender, intimacy and affection, appropriate sexual behavior,
psychological and/or physical violence, and the nature of children and childhood) 120 that
facilitate child sexual abuse, impede detection, and undermine the institutional response (Palmer
& Feldman, 2017: 26-32). The process of cultural change is ongoing, not without difficultly, and
often requires “tradeoffs between child safety and organizational effectiveness” (Palmer &
Feldman, 2017: 32).
The difficulty of changing institutional culture in which sexual abuse thrives is perhaps
most evident in the case of the Catholic Church. In 2014, Pope Francis established the Pontifical

120

As an example, the Catholic Church’s doctrine views child sexual abuse as a sin originating from the “frailty of
the soul” (Palmer & Feldman, 2017: 31). In this view sin is a forgivable offenses and offenders can be healed; such
views, according to the author’s, undermine a swift response to such abuse (Palmer & Feldman, 2017).
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Commission for the Protection of Minors, which was charged with identifying promising
practices to protect youth and young adults (Pope Francis, 2014). In 2017, one of the two
survivors on the Commission, Marie Collins, resigned her position, citing
The reluctance of some in the Vatican Curia to implement recommendations or cooperate
with the work of a commission, when the purpose is to improve the safety of children and
vulnerable adults around the world is unacceptable. Is the reluctance driven by internal
politics, fear of change, clericalism which instills a belief that ‘they know best’ or a
closed mind which sees abuse as an inconvenience or a clinging to old institutional
attitudes? I do not know the answer, but it is devastating in 2017 to see that these men
still can put other concerns before the safety of children and vulnerable adults…. I find it
impossible to listen to public statements about the deep concern in the Church for the
care of those whose lives have been blighted by abuse yet watch privately a congregation
in the Vatican refuse to even acknowledge one of their letters! It is a reflection of how
this whole abuse crisis in the Church has been handled with fine words in public and
contrary actions behind closed doors. (Collins, 2017: para. 12-17)
Some commentators have argued that Pope Francis is attempting to shift the culture
Marie Collins described in the quote above through the historic Papal summit on the sexual
abuse crisis in Vatican City in early 2019 (Ivereigh, 2019). The testimony of victim-survivors at
the summit was important to bring awareness and understanding to bishops, particularly those
who had not yet experienced the crisis (Ivereigh, 2019). One report described the “stunned,
shameful silence” of the bishops as one victim-survivor recounted the life-long effects of sexual
abuse (The Editors, 2019: para. 4). It is through this exchange that Pope Francis hoped to
overcome denial and resistance regarding the sexual abuse crisis among bishops (Ivereigh,
2019). While the full impact of this summit remains to be seen, including the impact on victimsurvivors, the summit was an important first step in shifting perceptions of clergy from one of
disbelief to one of concern (The Editors, 2019). However, until more widespread institutional
change occurs, local efforts, such as those in the Arlington Diocese, must be praised and
recognized for their work with and commitment to victim-survivors.
The narratives of the participants in this study illustrate how painful and arduous, but
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worthwhile, the healing process is. Healing provides an opportunity to “emerge into a place
where you can feel the beauty in life … without denying any of the pain” (Bass & Davis, 1988,
2008: 186). Trauma, such as sexual abuse, causes victims to re-evaluate core beliefs and values
about not only themselves, but also society (Decker, 1993). It is in this re-examination that there
is potential for healing. Indeed, the restorative events in the Arlington Diocese fostered an
environment where healing occurred for many participants.
As with all research, there are limitations to the current study. First, the sample is limited
to those 18 years of age or older who participated in restorative justice-based events that were
identified by select contacts. Additionally, participants may not be representative of all victimsurvivors of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse. A related concern is that people who chose to
respond may be significantly different from those who declined to respond, thereby biasing
findings. Response bias was examined through a wave analysis 121 (Leslie, 1972). No significant
changes in responses occurred from week to week. Moreover, child sexual abuse is significantly
underreported, and this study relied on testimony from victim-survivors that have reported their
abuse to some type of organization. In sum, the participants in this research may not be
representative of all victim-survivors of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse.
Second, the research relied on retrospective self-reported data. Although measures were
taken to increase the validity of the results (e.g., multiple measures of concepts and ensuring
confidentiality), the possibility of participants being untruthful or incorrectly remembering
relevant information remains a concern (Kraska & Neuman, 2008). Third, the questionnaire was
distributed at varied time intervals following restorative events. It is possible that other factors,

121

In a wave analysis the research tracks the responses on a week-by-week basis to determine if there is a change in
averages (Leslie, 1972).
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such as counseling, have influenced healing among victim-survivors that was not reported to the
researcher or captured in the survey. Finally, given the novelty of restorative justice applied to
clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse, the sample size for the study was small; therefore,
generalizability of the results are limited. The small sample size inhibited the ability to conduct
statistical analyses. Nevertheless, the quantitative results did provide useful information that can
be utilized in future studies on the topic, and the information provided by this research will
contribute greatly to understanding the potential of restorative justice as applied to clergyperpetrated sexual abuse.
Despite these limitations, the results of this study are encouraging. Each survivor has a
unique experience, and these narratives are illustrative of how far the participants have come and
provide tremendous hope for others on their healing journeys. Clearly, one cannot assume that a
similar process will occur among victim-survivors across the country. This study focused on a
self-selected group of people who sought healing through the Catholic Church. Moreover, these
participants and their healing journeys are constantly evolving as they incorporate the continual
influence of Catholicism, life situations, and culture into their understanding of their lives (see
Orsi, 2017). As noted, the findings provide important information that can be utilized by those
providing victim support services and those developing restorative programming, and ultimately
that can foster healing among victims-survivors.
This study greatly adds to the theoretical literature on restorative justice and the research
on the sexual abuse crisis within the Catholic Church. Nevertheless, further research should be
conducted on restorative justice theory and its application to clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse, the
elements of healing found in this study, and continued programming in the Arlington Diocese.
The more researchers understand, the more likely others will develop policies and practices
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beneficial to victim-survivors. The researcher has considered a number of further avenues for
research:


Sexual abuse affects not only the victim, but also family members and friends of the victim
(Ward & Inserto, 1990). The researcher had difficulties recruiting participants for this study,
specifically secondary victims. Although healing is a personal journey, healing among
primary and secondary victim is inextricably linked (Remer & Ferguson, 1997).
Examination of the unique support and needs of secondary victims is important and should
be studied further.



The harms stemming from the sexual abuse crisis are far-reaching. The present research only
focuses on primary victims. Future research on the effectiveness of restorative events on
offenders, the Church, and communities would be beneficial. Also, this research focuses on
participants who were adults at the time of a restorative event; further research should be
conducted to determine the effectiveness of restorative justice on healing victim-survivors
who are still children.



The low sample size for the quantitative component of the study restricted the researcher’s
ability to conduct statistical analysis. Future research should attempt to carry out the
quantitative component of this study with a larger sample size.



Bishop Loverde and Father Mealey were perceived by participants as integral to the success
of the restorative programming in the Arlington Diocese. Since the commencement of this
study, both Bishop Loverde and Father Mealey have retired. Bishop Michael Burbidge and
Father Thomas Ferguson have continued their work with victim-survivors. Future research
should seek to examine the experiences of victim-survivors and their loved ones with this
new leadership.
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Replication is important in social science research. Future research should examine the
extent to which the elements of healing found in this study are present in larger samples of
victim-survivors in different areas of the country. The Catholic Archdiocese of Chicago also
extensively works with victim-survivors. Therefore, it may be an appropriate site to start
with this expansion. Verification of the results of this study will only strengthen the findings
and application of restorative justice to survivors of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse.



Additionally, further research should examine the interactional processes within restorative
events using Collins’ (2004) theory of interaction rituals. This theory focuses on the how
emotions emerge and are shared in interactions, and how these interactions influence
perceptions and behaviors (Turner & Stets, 2005). Collins (2004: 134) asserts that the
preferred way to examine the dynamics of an interactional ritual, in this case a restorative
event, is through direct observation 122. Therefore, researchers should observe restorative
events, such as support groups or retreats in the Arlington Diocese, the healing circles of
Broken Vessels, healing circles in Ireland, and facilitated listening meetings in Ireland 123.
Such evaluations could further the understanding of restorative justice’s transformational
ability and improve the efficiency and effectiveness of restorative justice programs to redress
harms caused by the Catholic sexual abuse crisis (see Rossner, 2008).

122

Researchers may examine the extent of eye contact among participants and body language, such as head nods,
hand gestures, and leaning forward (Rossner, 2008). Additionally, examining the micro-rhythms in conversations,
such as silences and flow of the conversation, can be useful in understanding how restorative justice works to
transform emotions (Rossner, 2008; see Rossner, 2011).
123
The Healing Circle in Milwaukee (see section 4.5.1 The Healing Circle, Milwaukee, WI) was videotaped.
Reviewing those recordings would allow researchers to directly observe interactions at the restorative event, with
the added benefit of not affecting participants’ behavior.

183

7. CONCLUSION
This study evaluated the effectiveness of restorative justice to a subpopulation of abuse
victims which has seldom been studied (i.e., victims of clergy abuse). Specifically, the study
answered two important research questions: (1) Whether restorative justice can be used to
redress harms stemming from clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse and promote healing, and (2)
whether there are common characteristics among victims who benefit from restorative events.
Indeed, the study found that restorative-based events in the Arlington Diocese fostered
environments in which healing was likely to occur among sexual abuse survivors. Moreover, the
study identified six elements that positively contributed to healing among both clergy and nonclergy abuse survivors: account-making or storytelling, an apology, faith, forgiveness,
community, and procedural justice.
The findings from this study have important theoretical and practical implications.
Research on restorative justice applied to complex cases such as sexual abuse is limited
(McAlinden, 2006, 2008). Moreover, there is little research on the interactional processes that
facilitate restorative justice (Brookes, 1998). Additionally, the application of restorative justice
in an institutional setting, such as the Catholic Church, is novel (Bolitho & Freeman, 2016;
Terry, 2019). The study also advances the literature on the Catholic Church sexual abuse crisis,
specifically through the examination of largely female victim-survivors of clergy abuse (Easton,
Leone-Sheehan, & O’Leary, 2019; Flynn, 2008; McGraw et al., 2019).
The Catholic Church is one of the largest and most influential religious organizations
(Keenan, 2009). The sexual abuse crisis uncovered many unpleasant workings of the Catholic
Church – namely the cover-up and facilitation of abuse by Church hierarchy. The Church has
been criticized heavily for ignoring victim needs (Casey, 2015; Sloyan, 2003). Efforts by the
Church to increase transparency and accountability of bishops has been met with harsh criticism
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by victim groups (Ivereigh, 2019). The results of this research can aid in the development of
policies and practices that promote healing, which the Catholic Church can utilize to better meet
the needs of victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse. Furthermore, the results may also
influence policies in other communities and organizations that have also experienced widespread
sexual abuse of children, such as other religious communities (e.g., the Orthodox Jewish
community), sporting programs (e.g., USA Swimming), schools (e.g., Michigan State University
and Pennsylvania University), and extra-curricular programming for children (e.g., the Boy
Scouts of America).
Although restorative justice is not a panacea for all harms stemming from clergyperpetrated sexual abuse, it does offer one viable option for victim-survivors to repair some
harms. This study’s findings come at a critical juncture as the Catholic Church is facing intense
scrutiny for failing to adequately address victims’ needs. Victims have been waiting decades for
the Catholic Church to shift focus from concealment to reconciliation. The programming in the
Diocese of Arlington for survivors of sexual abuse represents a commitment by the Church to
healing and reconciliation with victims. It marks a shift in how victims are viewed within the
Church – i.e., from a liability to a person needing assistance. Even though more can and should
be done for victim-survivors, the programming in the Arlington Diocese is extraordinary and
hopefully other dioceses across around the world will consider and implement similarly
structured restorative-based programming based on their unique needs and culture.
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APPENDIX A — INTERNATIONAL RESPONSES TO THE SEXUAL ABUSE CRISIS
See attached.
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COUNTRY

RESPONSE

PURPOSE

FINDINGS/RESULTS

Australia

Parliamentary
inquiry

The inquiry was established in 2012
and was charged with investigating
the institutional response to sexual
abuse of a minor within religious
and other non-governmental
organizations from the 1950s to
2010s124.

In 2013, the inquiry released a report,
“Betrayal of Trust,” and found that
organizations responded inadequately
to reports of abuse (e.g., trivialized the
problem, failed to report the abuse to
the police, relocated and moved priest
offenders, and failed to suspend priest
offenders from their duties) and
thereby harmed children.
Recommendations included changes to
criminal law, providing victims with
access to civil litigation, establishing
redress mechanisms, monitoring the
Church, and creation of child safe
environments.125

Royal
Commission

In 2013, in response to allegations
of sexual abuse of children in
institutional settings that had been
emerging throughout Australia, the
government formed the Australian
Royal Commission Into
Institutional Responses to Child
Sexual Abuse. It was tasked with
investigating child sexual abuse
within all governmental and nongovernmental organizations,
including religious organizations.126

In 2017, the Commission’s final report
was released and found widespread
sexual abuse of minors in the over
4,000 institutions examined by the
Commission. Of the religious
institutions, the Catholic Church had
the greatest number of alleged
perpetrators and abused children. The
report found that institutional culture
and circumstances created risks for
children. Those in charge often
ignored allegations and transferred
priest offenders to other locations.
Law enforcement were seldom
involved. The Commission issued 21
specific recommendations to the
Catholic Church covering a range of
issues from prevention to changing
Canon Law.127

Church-initiated

In 1996, the Catholic Church in
Australia established Towards
Healing, a redress scheme for
victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual
abuse and victims of physical and
emotional abuse in children’s
homes and other institutions. It
operates throughout Australia, with
the exception of the Archdiocese of

The intention of the program is to
provide an alternative to litigation for
victim-survivors and allow victims to
meet with Church representatives to
discuss needs arising from the abuse
experience129. Recently, Towards
Healing has been heavily criticized for
failing to effectively meet the needs of
victims130. Specially, it has been
criticized for being adversarial;
lacking transparency; promoting

124

(Cahill, 2014)
Ibid.
126
(Royal Commission Into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse [Royal Commission], 2017)
127
Ibid.
129
(Parkinson, 2014)
130
(Courtin, 2015; Ellis & Ellis, 2014; Gleeson, 2015; Matthews, 2015; Royal Commission, 2015, 2017)
125
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Melbourne, which has its own
redress scheme.128

power imbalances; and for decisionmakers being unresponsive,
inconsistent in compensation
payments, and lacking impartiality and
flexibility (i.e., considering each case
individually)131.

Church-initiated

In 1996, The Melbourne Approach
was established in the Catholic
Archdiocese of Melbourne to
provide ongoing redress to victimsurvivors of clergy-perpetrated
sexual abuse.

The Melbourne Approach was the first
scheme of its kind for investigating
abuse complaints and offering
counseling and compensation in the
Catholic Church132. Evaluations cite
that The Melbourne Approach is
expensive to operate, and victims find
the process and interactions with
Church officials legalistic133.

Church-initiated

In 2013, the Truth, Justice, and
Healing Council was established by
the Australian Catholic Bishops
Conference and Catholic Religious
Australia to oversee the Church’s
engagement with the Royal
Commission and to develop new
policies and procedures to protect
children134.

In 2018, the Council released a four
volume report135 that outlined
recommendations on what the Church
should do to protect children,
responded to recommendations from
the Royal Commission, indexed what
the Church has done between 2013
and 2018 to protect children, and
identified emerging themes related to
formation, governance, and legal and
policy issues within the Church.
Australian Church leaders expressed
their commitment to “repair the
wrongs of the past, to listen to and
hear victims, to put their needs first,
and to do everything we can to ensure
a safer future for children”136. One
major recommendation stemming
from these reports was to separate
pastoral care from any legal
negotiations or settlements137.

Victim-initiated

The Ellis Model is a victimoriented redress scheme for victimsurvivors of Church-based abuse138.

After unsatisfactory experiences with
Towards Healing and the formal court
process, Ellis devised this process to
alleviate power imbalances, improve
transparency, mitigate the adversarial

128

(Australian Catholic Bishops’ Conference & the Catholic Religious Australia, 2000)
Ibid.
132
(Tobin, 2014)
133
(Royal Commission, 2015)
134
(The Truth, Justice, and Healing Council, 2019a)
135
(The Truth, Justice, and Healing Council, 2019b)
136
(The Truth, Justice, and Healing Council, 2013: 1)
137
(The Truth, Justice, and Healing Council, 2019b)
138
(Cashmore & Shackel, 2014)
131
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nature of the redress process, increase
accountability, lessen the financial
burden on victims’ families, and
reduce feelings of futility experienced
by many victims. The purpose is for
Ellis and his colleagues to act as
intermediaries between the survivor
and the Church so that interactions are
less confrontational and more
restorative of the victim’s self-worth
and self-respect. This process is not
concerned with restoration of
relationships with the Church and is
not considered by Ellis to be a
restorative-justice based approach.
Victims reported the process positively
contributed to their recovery and
found the relational aspect of the
process to be most valuable.139

Austria

Church-initiated
inquiry

Resignation of an arch-abbot in
Salzbury in 2010 for sexually
abusing a minor led victimsurvivors to report abuse in various
Catholic institutions throughout
Austria140. In 2010 the Catholic
Church in Austria established an
independent victim protection
commission to examine the extent
of abuse and impact on victims as
well as to decide whether financial
and/or psychotherapeutic support
should be paid to victimsurvivors141.

The Commission found that of the 448
victim-survivors who reported abuse,
the majority were male (75%). Abuse
peaked in the late 1950s and ended in
the mid-1970s. The mean duration of
abuse was 4.8 years. The majority of
survivors experienced long-term
mental health consequences stemming
from sexual, physical, and emotional
abuse. Most of the victim-survivors
received financial compensation
and/or treatment.142

Belgium

Church-initiated
inquiry

In the late 1990s to early 2000s,
following media reports of sexual
abuse by Catholic clergy, a
commission was formed to
investigate the complaints143.

The Commission, chaired by
Magistrate Godelieve Halsberghe,
investigated 300 complaints between
2000 and 2008. The report has not
been made public.144

Church-initiated
inquiry

In 2010, following the highly
publicized sexual abuse by (now
former) Bishop of Bruges Roger
Vangheluwe of his nephew, which
spanned 13 years, a second inquiry

The inquiry, chaired by Peter
Adriaenssens, reviewed cases over a
50-year period and found that the
majority of victims were males and the
average age of abuse was 12 years old.
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(Ellis & Ellis, 2014)
(Westall, 2011)
141
(Lueger-Schuster, 2014)
142
(Lueger-Schuster, 2014)
143
(Courtin, 2015)
144
Ibid.
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was formed to examine sexual
abuse within the Catholic Church in
Belgium145.

The inquiry did not find a systemic
cover-up by Church officials.
However, it found that the Church did
not adequately respond to complaints
by victim-survivors and suggested
establishing a center for “Recognition,
Reconciliation, and Healing” for
victims. During the inquiry, the police
raided the Catholic Church
headquarters and seized documents
related to the inquiry. Eventually, the
search was deemed illegal and
documents were returned.
Subsequently, a report was released in
2010.146

Parliamentary
Special
Commission

In 2010, following the resignation
of Peter Adriaenssens from the
inquiry, a Parliamentary Special
Commission was formed to explore
sexual abuse and pedophilia in the
Catholic Church and create a list of
practice and policy-oriented
recommendations.147

The Commission released its report in
2011. One of the recommendations
was the creation of an arbitration
procedure for cases of sexual abuse in
the Church148. The Arbitration Centre
subsequently adopted a mixed model
of mediation, arbitration, and
counseling. The arbitration scheme
was found to be somewhat adversarial
for victims, in part due to the presence
of lawyers and the difficulty balancing
the needs of all those involved.
However, the program did provide
victims a voice and an opportunity to
express themselves to Church
representatives in ways not otherwise
available.149

Church-initiated
inquiry

Following several additional sexual
abuse scandals since 2011, the
Catholic Church commissioned a
third inquiry150.

In early 2019, another report was
released by psychology professor
Manu Keirse and his colleagues. The
report found that since 2010 more than
1,054 abuse victims went to dedicated
victim Church centers. Of the 426
cases that were reported, 92%
occurred 28 years or earlier. Seventythree percent of victims were between
10 and 18 years old at the time of the
abuse.151
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(Aertsen, 2014)
(Adriaenssens, 2014)
147
(Aertsen, 2014)
148
Other recommendations led to the creation of 10 centers for reporting abuse and support, and creation of a foundation,
Dignity, to provide financial restitution to victims (Aertsen, 2014).
149
Ibid.
150
(Hickson, 2019)
151
Ibid.
146
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Canada

RESPONSE

PURPOSE

Church-initiated
inquiry

The Catholic Church in Belgium set
up a foundation called Dignity to
make financial restitution to victimsurvivors of clergy abuse152.

Between 2012 and 2017 the
foundation paid 4.48 million euros,
with sums between 5,000 and 25,000
euros to individual victims153.

Church-initiated
inquiry

In 1989, following widespread
sexual abuse in the Mount Cashel
Boys Home in Newfoundland, a
commission was formed. The
Winter Commission examined the
causes of child sexual abuse by
seven clergy members.154

The Commission found that Church
officials actively covered-up the
allegations of sexual abuse against
minors and protected the Church’s
image rather than assisting victims155.
Victim-survivors have argued, as
recently as 2018, that little has been
done to foster healing and prevent
misconduct from reoccurring since the
Winter Commission was released156.

Royal
Commission

The Canadian Royal Commission
focused on the sexual abuse in the
Mount Cashel Boys Home in
Newfoundland by members of the
Christian Brothers157.

In 1991, the Commission released a
report, the Hughes Inquiry, which
found that Church officials had
concealed the abuse and moved
offenders to other institutions158.

State-initiated
inquiry

In 1997, the Minister of Justice
asked the Law Commission of
Canada to assess the processes of
redress for institutional physical
and sexual abuse of minors within
government-run, -funded, and sponsored institutions, many of
which were operated by the
Catholic Church.159

In 2000 the Commission released a
report, “Restoring Dignity.” Many of
the recommendations of the
Commission were victim-focused.
The Commission concluded that any
response to institutional child abuse
should consider the needs of survivors,
their families, and their communities;
maximize respect, engagement, and
informed choices among survivors;
and, avoid further harm to all affected
parties. Redress programs negotiated
with survivors and their communities
were considered the best official
response for addressing victims needs.
Finally, the Commission suggested
establishing public education
programs, protocols, and other
strategies for the prevention of further
institutional abuse. 160
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(Aertsen, 2014; Hickson, 2019)
(Hickson, 2019: para. 8)
154
(Archdiocese of St. Johns, 1990)
155
Ibid.
156
(Hickey, 2018)
157
(Royal Commission of Inquiry into the Response of the Newfoundland Criminal Justice System to Complaints, 1991). The
Christian Brothers are a religious community within the Catholic Church.
158
Ibid.
159
(Law Commission of Canada, 2000)
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Ibid.
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Ireland
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In 2011, the Lower Saxony
Criminological Research Institute
(KFN) was commissioned by the
Catholic Church in Germany to
investigate the nature, scope, and
impact of clergy abuse on victimsurvivors and the Church. Two
years later the Church terminated
the contract after reports surfaced
that there was a “breakdown in
trust” between the Church and
researchers161. Subsequently, the
Church commissioned three
German universities to complete
the inquiry162.

In 2018, the report was released and
documented that between 1946 and
2014, 1,670 church workers (i.e., 4.4%
of the clergy) had been involved in the
abuse of 3,677 children. The majority
of victims were 13 years old or
younger. The report also documented
the significant long-term effects of the
abuse on victims. Many victims who
contacted the researchers
anonymously indicated that they had
“yet to see a sign of true remorse and
an authentic admission of guilt [by the
Church].” 163

State-initiated
inquiry

Following media reports beginning
in the late 1990s of sexual abuse by
Irish clergy, several inquiries were
established. Between 2000 and
2009, Justice Sean Ryan
investigated allegations against the
Christian Brothers in Ireland. The
Murphy Inquiry (2002-2009) was
charged with investigating abuse by
priests in the Archdiocese of Dublin
between 1975 and 2004. The Ferns
Report (2003-2005) examined child
sexual abuse between 1962 and
2002. In 2009, an investigation
was launched into the extent and
handling of child sexual abuse by
the Church and the state in Cloyne
between 1996 and 2009.164

In 2005, the Ferns Report was
released. In 2009, the Ryan Report
was released and was the most
comprehensive of all governmental
commissioned inquiries. The
Archdiocese of Dublin issued the
Murphy Report in late 2009. In 2010,
a report was released from the Diocese
of Cloyne. These inquiries all
documented extensive cases of sexual
abuse of minors, lack of attention to
victim-survivors, and similar
organizational responses, including
covering up allegations to protect the
Church’s image, failure to remove
predatory priests from service, and
failure to cooperate with law
enforcement.165

Church-initiated

Towards Healing Counselling and
Support Services was established in
2011 to provide therapeutic
services to victim-survivors under
the age of 18 years old who
experienced institutional, clerical,
or religious abuse in Ireland166. It
replaced Faoiseamh service, which
provided counseling for clergy
abuse survivors between 1996 and
2011. The program is funded by
the Catholic Church of Ireland,

Since 1996, 5,470 persons have
utilized counseling services offered by
Towards Healing (and Faoiseamh). In
2017, Towards Healing received 199
new clients, re-registered 172, and
conducted 13,700 counseling sessions.
While counseling services have
declined in recent years, the interest in
alternative support services has grown
(e.g., healing circles and facilitated
listening meetings with Church
representatives). In 2017, Towards
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(Hans, 2013)
(Beck & Harlan, 2018)
163
(Bennhold & Eddy, 2018: para. 12)
164
(Campbell, 2013)
165
(Campbell, 2013; Terry, 2015)
166
The program also provides services to the loved ones of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse.
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although it operates
independently.167

Healing conducted its first two healing
circles with 16 participants between
both events. In 2017, five victimsurvivors were involved with
facilitated meetings where victims
could dialogue with Church
representatives in a safe environment.
Anecdotal reports indicate both
processes have been powerful for
victims.168

Northern
Ireland

Royal
Commission

In 2013, the Royal Commission
Into Historical Institutional Abuse
in Northern Ireland (HIA Inquiry)
was established. The Inquiry
examined institutional sexual and
physical abuse of children in
Northern Ireland that provided
residential care for children from
1922 to 1995169.

In 2017, the HIA Inquiry released a
report that revealed significant levels
of sexual, physical, and emotional
abuse in residential care facilities. The
report recommended a public apology
to victim-survivors; tax-free lump sum
compensation payment; a physical
memorial in Parliament buildings or
on the grounds of Stormont Estate;
creation of a commissioner for
survivors of institutional child abuse
who would advocate for survivors and
coordinate needed services; specialist
care and assistance (i.e., counseling,
employment, housing, education) for
those who suffered abuse; and creation
of historical institutional abuse inquiry
redress board. As of March 2019,
none of the recommendations of the
report had been implemented.170

Netherlands

Church-initiated
inquiry

In 2010, following media reports of
sexual abuse of minors by Dutch
clergy, the Conference of Bishops
and the Conference of Religious in
the Netherlands (KNR) established
an inquiry to examine the nature
and scope of the issue between
1945 and 2010.171

In 2011, the Deetman Report found
“several tens of thousands” minors
were sexually abused in Catholic
institutions172. The report further
outlined that the Church hierarchy
knew of the abuse in many cases and
failed to take appropriate actions.
Moreover, the Church did not
adequately focus on victimsurvivors.173

Church-initiated
inquiry

Following the publication of the
Deetman Report in 2011, female
victims of clergy abuse insisted that

In 2013, a second report was released.
It found that more than 40% of the
cases of sexual abuse of girls aged six
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(Towards Healing, 2018)
Ibid.
169
(Historical Institutional Abuse Inquiry, 2017)
170
Ibid.
171
(Deetman, Draijer, Kalbfleisch, Merckelbach, Monteiro, & de Vries, 2011).
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(Deetman, et al., 2011: 53).
173
(Deetman, et al., 2011)
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further research be conducted into
their abuse under the chairmanship
of Wim Deetman. This follow-up
inquiry into the nature, scope, and
impact of physical and
psychological abuse by Catholic
clergy to females who were minors
was commissioned by the
Conference of Bishops and KNR.174

to 14 that were investigated involved
serious sexual abuse, and that 50% of
those victims experienced physical
and/or psychological violence. Nuns
were also aware of the sexual abuse
among females. The report
recommended mediation for female
victim-survivors to assist with healing
and suggested financial compensation
to victims.175

Church-initiated

The Dutch Catholic Church
arranged for a procedure to ensure
justice and financial compensation
for victims of sexual abuse by
clergy.176

Victim-survivors reported that the
procedure was quite judicial, and
many victims felt poorly treated. As of
July 2013, 1,287 complaints of sexual
abuse were received by the
compensation scheme. Twenty-eight
percent of the 656 complaints handled
as of 2014 were declared unfounded.
As of 2014, 232 victims received
compensation averaging 27,000 euros.
Supportive evidence of abuse is
necessary in this scheme.177

Victim-initiated

In cooperation with two
experienced mediators’ certain
victims developed an alternative
redress scheme called the Triptych
Restorative Justice Approach to
provide assistance for victims of
sexual, physical, and emotional
abuse and neglect by clergy
members.178

Although the financial compensation
component of the process did not
differ much from the official
procedure, victim-survivors reported
that other aspects of the program were
more emotionally satisfying and
contributed to healing among
survivors. No supportive evidence of
abuse is necessary in this scheme. As
of 2014, 128 victims received an
average of 29,000 euros.179

Church-initiated
inquiry

In 2001, following public pressure
regarding the cover-up of sexual
abuse allegations against minors by
the Catholic Church, the
Archbishop of Westminster
established an inquiry into the
sexual abuse crisis in the United
Kingdom.180

In 2001, the Nolan Report was
released. It included 50
recommendations related to policies
and practices that the Church could
implement to enable it to be an
example of best practices in
prevention, responding to sexual
abuse, and rebuilding confidence in
the Church181. One of the
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(Kreemers, 2013)
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(Bisschops, 2014)
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(Gilligan, 2014)
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(Catholic Bishops Conference of England and Wales, 2001)
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RESPONSE

PURPOSE

FINDINGS/RESULTS
recommendations included the
establishment of a national child
protection unit182.

Church-initiated
inquiry

In 2007, a commission was formed
headed by Baroness Julia
Cumberlege to evaluate the
Catholic Office for the Protection
of Children and Vulnerable Adults
(COPCA)183.

182

The report published by the
Cumberlege Commission in 2007
found that while progress was made,
there was room for improvement.
Specifically, local parishes had not
done enough to implement new
policies. As a result, the National
Catholic Safeguarding Commission
(NCSC) was established and is
responsible for setting strategic
direction of the Church’s policy for
children and vulnerable adults and
monitors compliance with the policies
enacted.184

Subsequently, the Catholic Office for the Protection of Children and Vulnerable Adults (COPCA) was established.
(The Cumberlege Commission, 2007)
184
Ibid.
183
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APPENDIX B — MAP OF THE DIOCESE OF ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA
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APPENDIX C — SURVEY
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APPENDIX D — SURVEY CONTACT LETTERS
See attached.

202

203

204

205

206

APPENDIX E — INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTION REVIEW LETTER

CUNY GRADUATE CENTER
JOHN JAY COLLEGE OF CRIMINAL JUSTICE
SUBJECT: Interview Transcription Review
[Date]
Dear [Name of Participant],
Thank you for participating in my study on the process of healing among survivors of abuse and
violence and their family members on [date of the interview]. Attached please find a copy of the
verbatim transcript.
This transcript is an accurate representation of your interview and is word for word except in one
way: Any identifying information about you or people you know has been removed (you will see
different names or blank sections where names of people have been changed or names of places
have been removed). Please keep in mind the transcript is a representation of “verbal” and
“nonverbal” (e.g., pauses, coughs, etc.) speech and so the transcript includes all details of such
communication. Please try not to get distracted by this. I am most interested in whether you think
this an actual representation of your experiences and if there is more information that you would
want to have included.
It is possible that there may be occasional small errors in how a word was transcribed (e.g.,, it
might say “I didn’t” when it should have said “I did”)—I ask that you note such errors should
you find any. If there is any section you would like removed, please also note it. Finally, you can
provide additional information or clarification on any topic you wish by writing in the margins
next to the specific section in which you would like to provide more information or via “track
changes” in Microsoft Word.
If you would like some changes made, please return this transcript with your comments on it
within two weeks of receiving it. If any changes are requested, please be assured that I will make
them before proceeding with my data analysis.
You may e-mail the revised transcript to dbromirski@jjay.cuny.edu or mail it to:
Delene Bromirski
John Jay College of Criminal Justice
Criminal Justice Doctoral Program
524 West 59 Street
Suite 2103 North Hall
New York, NY 10019
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If there are no requested changes, please also e-mail to let me know. However, if I do not hear
back from you within approximately three weeks of sending you your transcript, I will assume
that you are comfortable the accuracy of the transcript.
Once again, I would like to thank you for participating in this study. If you have any questions or
concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me at dbromirski@jjay.cuny.edu. Additionally, you
may visit <http://arlingtonhealing.wordpress.com/> to obtain updates about the progress of the
project (the password for the site is “XXXX”).
Many Thanks,
Delene Bromirski, M.A.
John Jay College of Criminal Justice
Criminal Justice Doctoral Program
524 West 59 Street
Suite 2103 North Hall
New York, NY 10019
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APPENDIX F — INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

CUNY GRADUATE CENTER
JOHN JAY COLLEGE OF CRIMINAL JUSTICE
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL - SURVIVOR
Before starting check if the person is comfortable, has water, has their coat and things in places
that are comfortable with them, is facing or sitting to your side whichever placement is least
anxiety-producing, is okay with the window/door and level of privacy, is not hot or cold, and so
forth.
Thank you for agreeing to participate in an interview. Your participation is voluntary. The
information you provide is confidential and no individual names or personally identifiable
information will be used in the presentation of the findings. The purpose of my research is to
understand the process of healing through listening to your story/experiences. During our
interview, you may decline to answer a question or end the interview. We can take breaks during
the interview to ensure that you are comfortable continuing. After the interview I will transcribe
our conversation and send it to you for review. You have complete control over the information
you provide. You may review, correct, clarify, modify, and redact information contained in the
transcription [or notes] of our interview.
Breathe, pause, then … Do have any questions before we begin?
Double check …. Are they comfortable, all set to begin? If there is nothing else, I will begin.
Are you a survivor? Do you mind telling me just a few things about your abuse? How old were
you when it started? About how old when it ended? Do you mind telling me if there was more
than one abuser? Do you mind telling me if you knew him or her? If so, how did you know the
abuser? Do you mind telling me if it was a priest, family member, or someone else?
Now I’d like to ask a bit about your relationship with the abuser. Is that okay with you?
What was the abuser’s relationship like with you? How about your parents? Did they
know him or her? How about your siblings? How about your grandparents, if they lived
nearby? How was the abuser known in the neighborhood? How about how the abuser was
perceived within your parish? How about within your school?
How would you describe your family? (Did you feel supported by your family? Did you have
teachers you felt supported you? Did a sibling offer support?)
Did you have anyone to tell about the abuse as a child? Were you able to tell someone?
If you were able to tell someone, could you talk about his/her/their reaction to being told
about the abuse? If you did not tell someone, are you able to tell me why?
I would like to talk more generally about the role of the Church within your family growing up.
Is that okay?
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How was your faith integrated into your family? Did you go to Church regularly? Did
you attend a parochial school? Were many of your friends also Catholic? Did you
regularly attend functions at the Church and/or sponsored by the Church? Did your
family invite clergy over to the house?
Thank you, I have what details I need about your experience of abuse. We’re done talking about
that, but before I move on, is there anything you want me to know that I haven’t asked about yet?
[Check-in – Break] Pen and paper down, deep breath, look and smile and reflect on what. this
person has endured. Ask how they’re doing? Do you need a break, walk to stretch?
Let me ask about how the abuse has impacted you in your adult life (emotionally,
psychologically, & behaviorally).
Have you been able to tell anyone about the abuse as an adult? If so, who were you able to tell?
Could you talk about that decision to speak about your abuse? Can you tell me about his/her/their
reaction to being told about the abuse? If not, why have you chosen not to talk about it?
Are you still connected to your family? Do they know about the abuse? How have they reacted?
Are you comfortable sharing your experience with others (siblings, family, friends, romantic
relationships)?
Did it impact your decision to get married? How about having children? How has it impacted
your career? Has it impacted your personal goals and achievements? Has it impacted your
behavior in any way?
How has it affected your relationship with God? Has the abuse affected your religious beliefs,
and if so, how? What is your relationship to the Catholic Church currently? Have you moved to a
different faith or church?
What does “healing” mean to you in this context? How would you describe “justice” for these
harms? What, if anything, should or could the Catholic Church do to help?
Were you or are you currently involved in litigation?
If so, when did you decide to pursue litigation? What was your experience with
litigation? Were you satisfied with the results? If not, why not?
If not, why did you decide not to litigate?
[Check-in] Pen and paper down, deep breath, look and smile and reflect on what this person has
endured. Ask how they’re doing? Are you comfortable? Do you need a break, walk to stretch?
I’d like to talk next about your experiences with events offered by the Diocese of Arlington.
How did you learn about the program and events offered by the Diocese of Arlington (e.g.,
dedicated masses, retreats, support groups, and prayer services)? Can you tell me about your
impressions about the program before you made a choice to participate in an event? Why did you
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want to participate in an event? What expectations did you have before attending the event?
How many events have you attended? When was the most recent event you attended?
Have you been affiliated with another program or attended events for survivors and their loved
ones in other dioceses? Can you tell me about those experiences?
Can you explain your experience at the events offered by the Diocese of Arlington?
Did you have ample opportunity to express your views and the impact of the abuse on
your life? What was it like to have people listen to you? How important was that for you?
Did the Church or Church representative admit guilt, take responsibility, and show
remorse? What was that experience like for you? How important was this for you to
hear?
The term “forgiveness” means something different to every person. Do you mind talking
about how you define forgiveness? Have you experienced forgiveness? Did the events at
the Diocese of Arlington help in any way to facilitate forgiveness? Can you please
explain in your own words how so? Was forgiveness expressed after an event? If so, how
was it conveyed? Did you experience forgiveness following the event? If so, what has
that been like for you?
Were you glad to be part of the event after it ended? Did you feel that you were included
in the process? Did you feel as though you helped shape the discussion? Were your needs
addressed?
[Check-in] Pen and paper down, deep breath, look and smile and reflect on what. this person
has endured. Ask how they’re doing? Do you need a break, walk to stretch?
How did the event measure up to your expectations? What was the most salient feature of the
event? Would you have wanted to participate in an event like this sooner?
Was your participation beneficial for you, and if so, how? If not, why and how might the event
better have addressed your needs?
Please explain whether you would recommend participating in one of these events offered by the
Diocese of Arlington to others who have experienced similar abuse.
What changes do you perceive, if any, as a result of your involvement in the event(s)? Did your
involvement alleviate any negative impact that the offense had on you?
Can you talk about your view of the Church? Did your opinion of the Church change following
your involvement in these events?
What, if anything, are you doing to compliment the restorative events?
Do you have new insight or perspective on your experiences that has been helpful to you and/or
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may be helpful to others?
Before we end, is there anything you would like to add or tell me?
Thank you very much for your time.

Reflective Notes [To be filled out by the interviewer]:
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CUNY GRADUATE CENTER
JOHN JAY COLLEGE OF CRIMINAL JUSTICE
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL – SUPPORT PERSON
Before starting check if the person is comfortable, has water, has their coat and things in places
that are comfortable with them, is facing or sitting to your side whichever placement is least
anxiety-producing, is okay with the window/door and level of privacy, is not hot or cold, and so
forth.
Thank you for agreeing to participate in an interview. Your participation is voluntary. The
information you provide is confidential and no individual names or personally identifiable
information will be used in the presentation of the findings. The purpose of my research is to
understand the process of healing through listening to your story/experiences. During our
interview, you may decline to answer a question or end the interview. We can take breaks during
the interview to ensure that you are comfortable continuing. After the interview I will transcribe
our conversation and send it to you for review. You have complete control over the information
you provide. You may review, correct, clarify, modify, and redact information contained in the
transcription [or notes] of our interview.
Breathe, pause, then … Do have any questions before we begin?
Double check …. Are they comfortable, all set to begin? If there is nothing else, I will begin.
Are you a support person? First, can you please tell me a little about your background? What was
your family like growing up? Was your family/you religious as a child? If so, what was role of
the Church in your and your family’s lives?
Do you mind telling me the type of abuse that your loved one experienced (e.g., priest, family
member, acquaintance, someone else)? When did you learn about the abuse? Can you talk a little
about how you felt? Did you know the abuser? If so, what was the offender’s relationship like
with you, your family, and the larger Church community? What was your relationship with the
Church like when you found out?
How has the abuse impacted your life? Has it affected your religious beliefs, and if so, how?
What is your relationship to the Catholic Church currently?
What does “healing” mean to you in this context? How would you describe “justice” for
these harms to your loved one? What if anything should or could the Catholic Church do
to help?
[Check-in – Break] Pen and paper down, deep breath, look and smile and reflect on what. this
person has endured. Ask how they’re doing? Do you need a break, walk to stretch?
Was your loved one involved in litigation, in the past or presently? If so, when did your loved
one decide to pursue litigation? What was your experience with litigation? Were you satisfied
with the results? If not, what contributed to that?
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[Check-in – Break] Ask how they’re doing? Do you need a break, walk to stretch?
I’d like to talk next about your experiences with events offered by the Diocese of Arlington.
How did you learn about the program and events offered by the Diocese of Arlington (e.g.,
dedicated masses, retreats, support groups, and prayer services)? Can you tell me about your
impressions about the program before you made a choice to participate in an event? Why did you
want to participate in an event? What expectations did you have before attending the event?
How many events have you attended? When was the most recent event you attended?
Have you been affiliated with another program or attended events for survivors and their loved
ones in other dioceses? Can you tell me about those experiences?
Can you explain your experience at the events offered by the Diocese of Arlington?
Did you have ample opportunity to express your views and the impact of the abuse on
your life? What was it like to have people listen to you? How important was that for you?
Did the Church or Church representative admit guilt, take responsibility, and show
remorse? What was that experience like for you? How important was this for you to
hear?
The term “forgiveness” means something different to every person. Do you mind talking
about how you define forgiveness? Have you experienced forgiveness? Did the events at
the Diocese of Arlington help in any way to facilitate forgiveness? Can you please
explain in your own words how so? Was forgiveness expressed after an event? If so, how
was it conveyed? Did you experience forgiveness following the event? If so, what has
that been like for you?
Were you glad to be part of the event after it ended? Did you feel that you were included
in the process? Did you feel as though you helped shape the discussion? Were your needs
addressed?
[Check-in] Pen and paper down, deep breath, look and smile and reflect on what. this person
has endured. Ask how they’re doing? Do you need a break, walk to stretch?
How did the event measure up to your expectations? What was the most salient feature of the
event? Would you have wanted to participate in an event like this sooner?
Was your participation beneficial for you, and if so, how? If not, why and how might the event
better have addressed your needs?
Please explain whether you would recommend participating in one of these events offered by the
Diocese of Arlington to other survivors and their loved ones who have experienced similar
abuse?
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What changes do you perceive, if any, as a result of your involvement in the event(s)? Did your
involvement alleviate any negative impact that the abuse had on you?
Can you talk about your view of the Church? Did your opinion of the Church change following
your involvement in these events?
What, if anything, are you doing to compliment the restorative events?
Do you have new insight or perspective on your experiences that has been helpful to you and/or
may be helpful to others?
Before we end, is there anything you would like to add or tell me?
Thank you very much for your time.
Reflective Notes [To be filled out by the interviewer]:
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APPENDIX G — PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORMS
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APPENDIX H — RAPE CRISIS COUNSELOR CERTIFICATE
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APPENDIX I — INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD PAPERWORK
See attached.
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APPENDIX J — COLLABORATIVE INSTITUTIONAL TRAINING INITIATIVE
PAPERWORK
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APPENDIX K — CHART OF MEASURES

ELEMENT

COMPONENT

Accountmaking or
Storytelling

Communication

MEASURES







Safety









Apology

Acknowledgement and
Responsibility













Expression of regret /
remorse
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I was able to say what I wanted to say.
I was able to express my viewpoint and the impact of
the abuse on my life.
I felt that others listened to me.
I listened to others and understood them.
Everyone had a chance to speak.
Everyone had ample opportunity to speak.
I felt emotionally safe.
I felt physically safe.
I had sufficient time to prepare what I wanted to say.
The coordinator prepared me for the restorative
event.
I knew the format of the event before it started.
The event ran smoothly.
All necessary parties were included in the event.
The abuser admitted wrongdoing.
The Church admitted wrongdoing.
The abuser took full responsibility for the abuse.
The Church took full responsibility for the abuse.
The abuser apologized.
If so, the apology was genuine.
A Church representative apologized.
If so, the apology was genuine.
I have an understanding of the impact the abuse had
on others involved.
During the event, the abuser showed an
understanding of the real personal impact of the
abuse upon my life.
During the event, the Church representative showed
an understanding of the real personal impact of the
abuse upon my life.
The abuser expressed remorse.
The Church representative expressed remorse.
The abuser displayed empathy.
The Church representative displayed empathy.
Others understood the harm I feel.
The abuser felt bad about the harms caused.
The Church representative felt bad about the harms
caused.
The abuser felt ashamed of the actions.
The Church representative felt ashamed of the
actions.
The abuser had an attitude of wanting to make
amends and repair harm to the extent possible.

ELEMENT

COMPONENT

MEASURES




Forgiveness

Release of emotions







Procedural
Justice

The Church representative had an attitude of wanting
to make amends and repair harm to the extent
possible.
Meeting the abuser face-to-face was helpful.
Meeting the Church representative face-to-face was
helpful.
I received answers to questions I had.
I released negative emotions, e.g., anger, bitterness,
resentment, etc. during the event.
I would harm the person responsible for the abuse if
I had the chance.
I would harm the Church for the abuse if I had the
chance.
I made an expressive statement of forgiveness.
A degree of acceptance was evidenced through
gestures, e.g., a handshake, head nod, hug, or signed
restorative agreement.

Verbal and non-verbal
signs




Impartiality








All parties got a fair chance to present facts.
The restorative event was fair to me.
The restorative event was fair to others.
I am satisfied with the outcome of the event.
The outcome was fair.
Even though I disagree with the outcome, I would
regard the outcome as fair.

Ethicality (Respect:
inclusiveness and
empowerment)







I was treated with respect.
Others were treated with respect.
I felt included in the process.
There was a labeling of parties involved.
I felt the event respected my rights.

Lack of bias (Assistance
and Reintegration)



There was a reintegrative ceremony, e.g., eating or
socializing during the event.
I feel as though I was given a means and opportunity
to rejoin the community.

Correctability
(Collaboration)
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I influenced the results/outcome (e.g., material and
symbolic reparations) of the event.
My needs were addressed.
Other parties were responsive to my needs.

ELEMENT

COMPONENT
Control

MEASURES








235

My participation was voluntary.
I had a say in who was invited to the event.
I had control over the way things were run in the
event.
I felt that I shaped the discussion.
I understood what was going on.
I felt pushed around by people with more power.
I felt coerced into accepting an outcome I did not
agree with.

APPENDIX L — QUANTITATIVE COMPONENT: STATISTICAL ANALYSES
Descriptive statistics, such as frequencies and means, will be reported to summarize and
help contextualize the data and describe general traits of the participants in the study. For
example, such statistics will be presented for gender, ethnicity, age, and type(s) of restorative
event attended. Additionally, relationships among variables will be examined at the bivariate
level. For example, cross-tabulations will be performed on variables such as gender, religiosity,
and litigation to determine associations among variables. The chi-square statistic will be used to
determine whether any of the identified relationships are due to chance.
Inferential statistics will be utilized to examine the hypotheses. A series of Ordinary
Least Squares (OLS) regressions will be run for the appropriate hypotheses to analyze how the
independent variables predict each dependent variable. The independent variables will be
analyzed separately in relation to the five dependent variables to compare differences across
types of healing. For example, men may have high levels of healing overall. But further
analysis may show, however, that men score high on forgiveness, but low compared to women
on account-making. Typical assumptions will be tested before the OLS regressions are
performed. Moreover, the researcher will confirm that the requisite sample size is achieved in
order to perform the analyses before it is conducted. Field (2009) estimated that 10 to 15 cases
of data per predictor are needed to perform the regression analyses. If this criterion is not met,
the Likert scale items will be treated as ordinal variables and the chi-square statistic will be used
to determine whether any of the identified relationships are due to chance. T-tests may also be
run to examine differences between groups to answer the hypotheses. Additionally, where a
direction is predicted a 1-tailed t-test will be used as opposed to a 2-tailed t-test.
A series of independent sample t-tests will be performed to examine differences among
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survivors of clergy abuse, survivors of incest, survivors of sexual abuse by non-family/nonclergy, and survivors of other forms of violence. Specifically, the mean for each group will be
compared to determine whether differences are greater than would be expected by chance alone
(Vogt, 1999). This statistical technique will also be used for the final hypothesis to examine the
differences between healing for primary and secondary victims. For those hypotheses where a
direction is predicted 1-tailed t-tests will be used. Assumptions for the t-test will be confirmed
before analysis is conducted. Recent literature suggests that t-tests are appropriate for small
sample sizes, even those with Ns equal or less than 5 (see de Winter, 2013). Therefore, it is
expected that these analyses will be viable for the research.
Reliability in quantitative research refers to the consistency of the results and validity
refers to how accurate a measure is at describing a construct (Kraska & Neuman, 2008). Three
strategies are employed to enhance the reliability and validity of the results in this study. First,
the researcher has clearly conceptualized the concepts and constructs based on extant research.
Furthermore, the factor analyses will assist with confirming the hypothesized construct
groupings. Second, the researcher is utilizing questions that have been used by other researchers
and reviewed by a focus group of current study participants. Third, the researcher has included
multiple indicators or items that measure each hypothesized concept discussed in the research.
Therefore, when a response is compared to another measure of the same concept similar results
should be produced. The researcher will also use Cronbach’s alpha, a statistical measure, to
determine the reliability of the items in each scale, specifically that they are all measuring the
same concept (Creswell, 2003; Vogt, 1999).
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